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Abstract

In the following, I argue that the world's income and wealth should be distributed in a

more egalitarian manner. I claim that the proper goal of egalitarianism is to improve the

lives of the least advantaged, and argue that equality is a means to achieve this aim. My
approach in the second chapter is to refute arguments for why we should allow uneqtal

distributions of income and wealth. Specifically, I examine and refute the view that

people ought to get what they deserve, even if it results in people having drastically

unequal assets. Next, I consider and defend the claim that certain unequal distributions

will result in everyone being better off. Specifically, I defend John Rawls's difference

principle. According to the difference principle, someone who has the good fortune of
being talented and capable can expect greater income and wealth if her efforts improve

the lives of the least advantaged. Finally, I argue against the view of strong egalitarians.

Strong egalitarians claim that equality has intrinsic value and that its realization is

sometimes more important than merely making everyone better off. But I maintain that

equality is only useful as a means to improve the lives of the poor'



Chapter One

Introductionl

In our world, there is an enorrnous economic gap between the rich and the poor.

Moreover, the gap continues to increase. In the year 2000, the rich controlled 85 percent

of global GDP, while the poor only accounted for 1.1 percent.2 One out of every six

inhabitants on this planet lives on less than $ 1 a day and more than 20 000 die of poverty

every day due to a lack of essentials such as safe drinking water, food, and medicine.3

Meanwhile, the rich spend millions of dollars on luxuries such as vanity cars, enonnous

mansions, expensive jewelry and other extravagances. Moreover, redistributing a

relatively small amount of wealth from the rich to the poor could substantially enhance

the well-being of the poor. According to a2005lIN report:

...the cost of ending extreme poverty - the amount to lift one billion people above
the $1 a day poverry line - is $300 billion. lllt is equivalent to less than 2o/o of the
income of the richest 10% of the world's population.a

Given that only 2%o of the income of the rich is enough to alleviate extreme poverry

confirms that the distribution of wealth, income, and other resources across the world is

markedly unequal. Furthermore, this inequality is simply not fair. It is wrong that some

people, through no fault or choice of their own, are suffering in poverty while others bask

in luxury. In my view, any political theory worth defending should be concerned with

easing this injustice. In light of this, the following paper is a defense of egalitarianism.

Briefly, my argument for egalitarianism is as follows: 1) It is wrong that some people are

I I would like to thank Joyce Jenkins and Robert Shaver for all their helpful comments and discussions.
' Stuart L. Hart, Capitalism at the Crossroads (IJpper Saddle River, New Jersey: Wharton School
Publishing, 2005).
' Jeffrey D. Sachs, "Can Extreme Poverfy Be Eliminated?" Scientific American, September (2005), p. 56.
a Kevin Watkins (Lead Author), Human Development Report 2005. Retrieved lulyì0, 2005 from
http ://www. sd.undp.org/HDR/HDR05 e.pdf; p. 3 8.



exceedingly badly off while others are tremendously well off. 2)Egalitarianism is the

view that inequalities should be minimized for the sake of bettering the lives of those

who are badly off.s 3¡ If income and wealth were distributed more equally, fewer people

would suffer, while the exceedingly rich would continue to be relatively well-oft and this

is a good thing. 4) Therefore, we should support egalitarianism.

In defense of egalitarianism, and specifically of premise 3), consider the

following hypothetical, (but plausible) example involving a starving African child and

Michael Schumacher, who eamed forty million U.S. dollars last year. Suppose we were

to transfer one million dollars from Schumacher to the child. Now, because of decreasing

marginal utility, the missing million would hardly be noticed by Schumacher. He already

has three enoÍnous houses, multiple cars, and access to whatever delicacy he wishes. At

worst, losing one million dollars may orevent him from purchasing yet another car, but

this hardly affects his quality of life since he already has seven other cars to choose from.

In short, losing one million dollars does not have any significant impact on Schumacher's

well-being. Now consider the African child. First, gaining one million dollars will save

her life by preventing starvation. But it will also help prolong the lives of her immediate

family membets, some of whom are HIV positive, since she can now afford drugs to treat

the virus. Furthermore, she is able to acquire adequate shelter, nourishment and the

opportunity to get a good education. In short, the transfer of one million dollars from

Schumacher to the child drastically improves the child's well-being, while making

virtrially no difference to Schumacher's well-being. This supports the intuition that

distributing wealth and income more evenly improves the lives of the disadvantaged,

{_.. .' This is just one interpretation of egalitarianism. More detail about the different kinds of egalitarianism
out there, and the version ofegalitarianism that I endorse will follow in the next section.



without significantly worsening the lives of others. Accordingly, egalitarianism should

be defended.

I admit that I do not have any other positive arguments in support of

egalitarianism. Instead, my approach will be to examine some coÍìmon theories that

attempt to justiSr unequal distributions. In chapter two, I will consider the view of the

desert theorists. It is a common intuition that if person X works harder than person Y,

then X deserves greater reward than Y. However, I will argue that such desert claims are

made on arbitrary grounds, and conclude that desert does not legitimize differential

distributions of goods. In chapter three, I will consider incentive arguments. Generally,

defenders of incentive arguments argue that unequal distributions are justified and even

required, if everyone benefits as a result. This seems to go against the egalitarian ideal

that inequalities should be diminished. However, given my characterization of

egalitarianism, (to follow in the next section) I will defend the proponent of incentive

arguments. I will argue that inequalities are indeed justified if the result is that the lives

of the impoverished are improved. I shall begin by giving a more detailed account of

what egalitarianism entails.

What is Egalitarianism?

As Lany Temkin notes, "egalitarians come in many stripes,"6 so it is important to

clarify what I mean by the term. While it is not unanimous, most egalitarians agree that

egalitarianism aims to improve the lives of the disadvantaged, and they argue that

diminishing inequalities between people is a way to achieve this goal. But it must be

emphasized that this does not necessarily entail making the better off worse off. Making

u Lutry Temkin, "Equality, Priority or what?" Economics and philosoplry, 19 (2003):61.



someone with a large income worse offjust for the sake of equality alone loses sight of

what egalitarianism tries to achieve. Moreover, sometimes inequalities are justified if the

result is that poor people's lives are improved. As Cohen says, "Relative to their

fegalitarian] initial inspiration, which is a concern about badly off people, an inequality is

mandatory if it really is needed to improve the condition of the badly off, and it is

permissible if it does not improve but also does not worsen their condition." t Fot

example, consider two worlds, X and Y. In X, everybody has 100 units of goodness.s Irt

world Y, the worse off have 100 units, while the best off have 200 units. According to

Cohen, the inequality in Y would be tolerable, since the condition of the worse off is

unchanged. Next, consider worlds P and Q. In P, the worst off have 100 units, and the

best off have 200 units, while in Q the worst off have 150 units, and the best off have 300

units. Although the inequality is greater in Q, I would agree with cohen that Q is

preferable and that the inequality is mandatory, because the worse off are better off than

they are in P. My position is that equality can serve as a means to improve the lives of

the badly off, but I am not committed to the view that it has intrinsic value. Equality is

only good in so far as it improves the lives of the disadvantaged. If there were two

universes without any sentient beings, and one universe had natural resources distributed

evenly to all the planets, while the other universe had the same amount of resources

allocated to a single planet, I would be indifferent as to which universe is preferable.e

This is because there are no sentient beings whose welfare would be affected by the

tc"try A. Cohen, "Incentives, Inequality and Community," in The Tanner Lectures on Human Values,vol.
13 (1992),pp.267-68.
o "Goodness" here refers to whatever it is that people value in worlds X and Y. For example, it could
simply be income, welfare, or magic shoes.
e One might argue that for purposès of symmetry and beauty, the universe ¡s better if resources are equally
distributed. This may be the case, but it is not sufficient to conclude that equality has intrinsic value.
Instead, it merely shows that equality may be necessary to achieve other values such as beauty.



equality or inequality of the distribution of resources. On the other hand, if there were

inhabitants on all of the planets, I would choose the equal resource universe, since life

would hardly be sustainable if the inhabitants were unfortunate enough to be born on a

planet with no resources at all. Again, I maintain that equality is instrumentally valuable

for improving the lives of those who are badly off, but it has no value on its own.

Certainly not everyone agrees with this view. For example, Temkin understands

equality as "comparative fairness," viz., a concern about how people fare relative to

others.l0 Furthermore, Temkin argues that equality understood as comparative fairness is

intrinsically valuable. In other words, equality has value over and above the effect it has

on people's lives.ll Accordingly, in the above example, Temkin would argue that there is

at least one thing better about world P, viz., it is more equal than world Q. But it must be

emphasized that neither Temkin's nor my own version of egalitarianism should be

confused with strict egalitarianism, the view that all inequalities are bad. Temkin writes:

"While there may be more inequality in one situation than another, that need not be worse

if the greater inequality is morally irrelevant, deseled, or of less normative significance

than the lesser inequality."l2 For example, it would be absurd to think that morally

irrelevant qualities such as height, or eye color should be made equal in everyone.

Temkin considers whether a world in which only a few people are blind is worse than a

world in which everyone is blind. He says that from the point of view of equality, the

blind world is at least in one way better. However, I argue that the blind world is in no

way better, since everyone is worse off. But while Temkin maintains that the blind world

is in one respect better, he does not think that everyone in the first world should be made

ll Urw Temkin, "Equalify, Priority or Whaf?,' p. 62.I' Ibid., p. 63.
12 Ibid., p. 63.



blind. According to him, equality has intrinsic value, but other values such as autonomy,

and the right not to be physically harmed are just as important. Thus, it would be

ludicrous to hold the view that equality is the only thing that matters and conclude that

everyone's eyes should be poked out to make people more equal. This type of strict

egalitarianism is an implausible view that no one (to my knowledge) endorses. By

maintaining the position that equality is only instrumentally useful, I can altogether deny

claims such as: 'a world in which everyone is blind is in some way better than a world in

which only a few are blind', or 'a world in which everyone is paralyzed is in one way

better than a world where a few can walk'. Those who argue that equality does have

intrinsic value must either agree with such claims, or provide additional arguments to

deny them. Since I do not see any gains in doing so, I contend that equality is only

instrumentally valuable.

Temkin might object that what I claim to be the proper aim of egalitarianism -

improving the lives of the least advantaged - ts apriortarianview rather than an

egalitarian one. Temkin characterizes prioritarianism as a non-comparative view that

attaches greater weight to the concern for the worse-off.13 In other words, how badly off

someone is, is judged in absolute terms rather than by comparing her situation to

someone else's. And a concern for the worse-off, (defined as such based on absolute

levels of well-being) should have greater priority when deliberating moral issues. Since I

have repeatedly stated that egalitarians should be concerned with improving the lives of

the disadvantaged, it would appear that I fall into the prioritarian group. However, I do

not agree with the prioritarian view of characterizing peopie's well-being in absolute

terms. Designating a group of people as "the worse-off involves making a comparison

r3 lbid., p. 64.



between groups. For this reason, Parfit claims that Cohen's view is rightly expressed in

egalitarian terms, rather than as a priority view. Parfit writes:

. . . Cohen suggests that 'the right reading of egalitarianism' is that 'its purpose is
to eliminate involuntary disadvantage.' He means by this comparative
disadvantage: being worse off than others. This is an essentially relational idea.
Only equality could eliminate such disadvantage. Cohen's view could not be re-
expressed in the language of priority.14

Again, I maintain that egalitarians should be most concerned with the worse-off. But

like Cohen,I characterizethe worse-off group as the people who are worse-off relative to

others. Therefore, my view falls under egalitarianism, and not prioritarianism.

For the most part, the widespread disagreement amongst egalitarians stems from

differences over what it is that should be equalized. This results in various conceptions

of egalitarianism. The problem is that equalizing just one dimension is vulnerable to

intuitively unappealing counter-examples. For example, welfare egalitarianism is the

view that people's desire satisfaction should be equalized.ls But as Dworkin rightly

points out, this requires that those with "expensive tastes" be given an abundance of

resources to bring them to an ordinary level of welfare.16 It does not seem fair that

extravagant Mary be given extra resources to purchase real champagne simply because

she is not satisfied unless she gets the real thing, while plain Jane is only given enough

for mere sparkling wine. For this reason, Dworkin defends a type of resource

egalitarianism, by which "people should be compensated for shortfalls in their powers,

that is, their material resoruces and mental and physical capacities..."17 Basically,

Dworkin argues that people ought to be given equal resources, whereby talent is also

ra Derek Parfit, "Equality and Priority," Ratio, 70 (1997):217.
" There are many different interpretations of welfare egalitarianism, but this is the most common version.
'o Ronald Dworkin, "What is Equality? Part 1: Equalify of Welfare," Phitosophy and Public Affairs, 70
(1981): 18s-246.
tt G.A. Cohen, "On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice," Ethics,99 (1989):921.



considered a resource. But Cohen advances some convincing counter-examples against

Dworkin's view. He discusses the case of the man who has excellent functioning arms,

(i.e. more than adequate resources), but has the misfortune of experiencing severe muscle

pain every time after he moves them.ls The good news is that there is an expensive

medicine available that would suppress his muscle pains. However, according to the

resource egalitarian, the man should not receive compensation to acquire the medication,

since he does not have a deficiency of resources. If we do think that the medicine should

be given to the man, it has to be on the grounds of welfare,viz.,we do not think someone

should have to suffer from moving his arms. It would then appear that we ought to

equalize welfare, and not resources. But as mentioned above, counter-examples that

offend our intuitions can be made no matter what single dimension we try to equalize.

Therefore, I will suggest some other reasons why we might choose one form of

egalitarianism over another.

I maintain that resource egalitarianism, whereby resources are defined as wealth

and income, is what we should aim for. I have two reasons for choosing this type of

egalitarianism. The first is simply pragmatic. While this paper is a discussion of how

things should be distributed ideally, I think it is important to keep in mind how it could be

applied in practice. Wealth and income are tangible factors that are easy to measure, and

with which interpersonal comparisons can be made. On the other hand, deciding how

much welfare one person has relative to another is much more difficult if not impossible

to do. To my knowledge, there is no objective standard by which such comparisons can

accurately be made. If subjective reports of welfare were used instead, this would invite

r8lbid., pp.918-19.



much temptation to abuse the system. People could easily report lower welfare than they

actually experienced to get greater gains. Either way, welfare does not seem to be a

feasible measure of determining how things should be distributed in the actual world.

My second reason for choosing wealth and income as the index to be equalized is

that it accords with how most people think about inequality between people. For

example, many statistics reporting on people's situations are published in terms of wealth

and income. Furthermore, when thinking about how widespread suffering due to poverty

could be alleviated, people usually consider donating money, or goods easily purchased

with wealth, such as food and medicine. The amount that industrialized nations

contribute to foreign aid is generally reported in U.S. dollars. On the other hand, it is not

commonplace to argue that more joy and happiness should be shipped to Africa.

Essentially, colnmon sense suggests that resources in terms of wealth and income are

what should be distributed. As mentioned above, there is little consensus in the literature

as to what should be equalized, and I do not wish to enter that debate here. Therefore,

since we think that there is a prima facie reason to favor what common sense says, I

maintain that income and wealth are what we should be concerned about equalizing.

To summarize, I hold that the proper aim of egalitarianism is to improve the lives

of the disadvantaged. Decreasing inequalities in income and wealth is a means to do this,

as is demonstrated by the case of Schumacher and the African child. But beyond the

instrumental use of improving lives, I do not see any reason to insist that equality has

intrinsic value. Furthermore, for pragmatic purposes and because of common sense, I

favor a type of resource egalitarianism whereby wealth and income are what we should



be concemed with equalizing. In the next chapter, I will examine the first possible

justification for abandoning egalitarian distributions.
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Chapter Two

2.0Introduction

In this chapter, I will develop and argue against desert theory, the view that

unequal distributions of income and wealth are legitimate if people deserve them. In

section 2.1, I will explain the desert-theorist's position that desert claims legitimize

unequal distributions. In section 2.2,Iw1ll object to this view by way of the Natural

Lottery Argument, (NLA). The NLA reveals that desert claims are based on arbitrary

features for which we cannot claim credit. Therefore, we do not deserve the things that

follow from them. In section 2.3, I will consider whether effort-making serves as a

legitimate desert basis, and will proceed to argue that it is not in2.4. In2.6 and2.7,IwiII

consider and reject the view that people deserve differential reward based on their

personal preferences. And finally, in sections 2.8 and2.9,Iwtll consider and object to

the view that we deserve the things that result from our choices.

2.1 Desert and Unequal Distribution

Desert-theorists argue that people ought to get what they deserve, even if it results

in people having drastically unequal assets. Desert claims are prevalent in our everyday

language. Some examples include: 'schumacher deserves to win the race because he is

the fastest driver,' 'Betty deserves success because she is a hard woïker,' or 'Paul

deserves to go to prison, because he killed Betty.' Generally when we utter a desert

claim, we are making a normative judgment about a reward or punishment that ought to

be bestowed upon someone. Since such claims are norrnally hetd with fierce conviction,

it is clear that they play aprominent part in our common sense morality, and therefore,

11



cannot be ignored. Accordingly, the desert-theorist argues that desert claims legitimize

potentially unequal distributions.

In most cases, desert claims have the form: X deserves Y in virtue of some actíon

or characteristic Z.1e Joel Feinberg refers to whatever substitute s for Zas "desert

bases."20 Usually, it is held that X deserves Y in virtue of Z,because X is somehow

responsible for Z. However, this need not always be the case. For example, we might

say that all human beings deserve freedom, even though no one actually does anything to

acquire the status of being human. In any case, because there is such a variety of desert

claims Robert Young rightly points out that it is difficult, if not impossible to come up

with a set of necessary and sufficient conditions to determine the justifiability of these

claims.2l Accordingly, the exact nature of desert is not agreed upon in the literature.

However, this is not a debate I wish to enter. Since I specified above that I will be

focusing on the distribution of wealth and income, I will only be concerned with desert

bases that are relevant to this kind of distribution. For example, desert theorists argue

that effort and contribution of work are desert bases that justify unequal distribution of

income and wealth. So, this is the kind of desert claim against which I argue.

To illustrate, consider the case of Jimmy and Mark, both employed to rake leaves.

Jimmy wakes up every morning at the crack of dawn so that he can start raking leaves at

7:00 am, and continues, busily, to rake leaves alt day until he goes home at 6:00 pm.

Jimmy takes a quick break at lunch to re-fuel, but otherwise works steadily the whole day

through averaging 8 large bags of leaves an hour. Mark, on the other hand, is lucky if he

reZ could also be the refraining from an action or lacking a certain characteristic, such as, 'Jen deserves to
be free since she did not commit the crime,' or 'Devon deserves redemption since he is not a sinner.'
20 Joel Feinberg, "Justice and Personal Deseft" in Doing and Deserving,ed. Joel Feinberg (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1970), pp. 55-94.
" Roben Young, "Egalitarianism and Personal Desert," Ethics, 102 (1992):320.

t2



arrives at the site by noon. Mark likes to play video games throughout the night, so he

finds it difficult to wake up and start raking leaves at 7:00 am. FurtheÍnore, Mark likes

to leave at 3:00 in the afternoon so that he does not miss "Days of Our Lives," his

favorite soap opera. When Mark is at the raking site, he prefers to lie in the sun to work

on his fall tan. When it is cloudy, Mark usually stays home, getting more satisfaction out

of completing another video game mission. Mark averages two bags of leaves a week.

At the end of the raking season, it is time for Kim, the boss, to decide how much each

raker should be paid. Now, it seems clear that Jimmy deserves to be paid more than

Mark. The desert bases in question here are the amount of effort and contribution made

by Mark and Jimmy respectively. In fact, based on effort and contribution, it seems right

that Jimmy be paid much more than Mark. The number of bags Jimmy filled far exceeds

the number of bags Mark filled. Jimmy tried hard every day, while Mark dedicated his

efforts to playing video games and watching soap operas. Using effort and work

contribution as desert bases, the desert theorist can argue that Jimmy deserves much more

income than Mark does. Furtherrnore, the idea that people ought to receive greater

reward for harder work is deeply embedded in our moral intuitions. Now I will argue

that these intuitions are misguided, and will object to desert claims that purportedly

justifr unequal distributions.

2.2The Natural Lottery Argument

John Rawls argues that desert should not be used as a distributive principle. The

argument is known as the Natural Lottery Argument, (NLA). The NLA is grounded in

the idea that if we are not responsible for our desert bases, then we do not deserve the

T3



rewards that follow from those bases. For example, I am not responsible for being born

into an upper middle class family in Canada, just as Abdul is not responsible for being

born into a poor farming family in Bangladesh. Therefore, I do not deserve the resulting

opportunities that living in Canada affords me any more than Abdul deserves to be poor.

Notice that this conclusion seems to be in agreement with our conìmon sense intuitions as

well. Rawls writes:

V/e do not deserve our place in the distribution of native endowments, any more
than we deserve our initial starting place in society. That we deserve the superior
character that enables us to make the effort to cultivate our abilities is also
problematic; for such character depends in good part upon fortunate family and
social circumstances in early life for which we can claim no credit. The notion of
desert does not apply here.2z

The argument can be formulated as follows:

1. We do not deserve to prosper differentially from things for which we cannot.
claim credit.

2. Our talents are the result of our genetic makeup, and our environmental
circumstances.

3. Genetics and environmental circumstances are factors for which we are not
responsible.

4. Therefore, we are not responsible for our talents.
5. Therefore, we do not deserve to prosper differentially from our talents.

To illustrate the argument, consider Dennis, a professional basketball player who earns

two million dollars U.S. annually. Dennis is seven feet tall, and grew up beside a

basketball court. His parents, who are avid basketball fans, allowed Dennis to forgo his

chores every day after school so that he could play basketball. Dennis's parents could

afford expensive basketball camps where Dennis was able to develop top basketball

skills. Furthermore, Dennis loves basketball; it is not difficult for him to be motivated to

play. In his early twenties, Dennis was signed on by a leading NBA team, and now earns

tt John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, revised ed. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1999), p.89.
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the above mentioned salary. Most people would probably have the initial reaction that

Dennis deserves this fortune, but opinions change upon closer examination of the

relevant factors. First, Dennis is seven feet tall. This is purely a matter of genetics, and

proper nutrition. If Dennis had the misfortune of being 4 ft.10, he most certainly would

not have qualified for the NBA. Dennis cannot claim credit for being seven feet tall.

Next, Dennis has the good fortune of having parents who encouraged him to cultivate his

skills. Again, Dennis is not responsible for having the basketball loving parents he does.

Someone who is seven feet tall and living in Uganda struggling just to subsist may have

NBA potential basketball skills, but unfortunate environmental circumstances do not

allow the Ugandan to hone those skills. Finally, because Dennis loves basketball, it is

very easy for him to cultivate his skills. Dennis never considers it to be a chore or an

unpleasant task to practice playing basketball. Again, this is due to his genetic makeup

and the basketball enthused household he grew up in. In brief, Dennis cannot claim

credit for any of the relevant factors that led to him becoming an NBA basketball star. If

it is agreed that Abdul does not deserve to be poor because of circumstances for which he

is not responsible, i.e., being born into a poor family in Bangladesh, then consistency

demands the conclusion that Dennis does not deserve to be rich because of the fortunate

genetic and environmental circumstances for which he is not responsible. The NLA

gives us reason to abandon the intuition that desert legitimizes unequal distributions.

Now I will consider possible objections to the NLA.

15



2.3 Sher and Effort

As we have just seen, the NLA sets out to show that our talents are underserved since

they are the result of environment and genetics, viz, atbitrary factors for which we are

not responsible. In short, we do not deserve things for which we cannot claim any credit.

George Sher may be sympathetic to this claim. However, he argues that the NLA as it

stands is untenable. Specifically, Sher is concemed with the claim that we do not deserve

to prosper differentially from our talents simply because we do not deserve the talents

themselves. Sher generalizes the problematic premise as follows: "If a person does not

deserve to have X, and X makes Y possible, then that person does not deserve Y."23 The

problem is that the premise left as such is vulnerable to Zaitchik's charge that the NLA

leads to a regress and the absurd conclusion that nobody deserves an¡hing.2o Fot

example, this means that if Smith deserves Yin virtue of X, then Smith must deserve X.

But then Smith must also deserve X in virtue of W, and then'W in virtue of V, and so on.

Clearly this will be an impossible condition for Smith to satisfu since the regress will

ultimately go back to his birth, and nobody can claim credit for simply being born.2s

Since nobody deserves to be bom, then nobody deserves anything that follows from

being born, and we are left with the conclusion that nobody deserves anything. But

according to Zaitchik, there is a strong pretheoretical intuition that at least some people

deserve something, so the problematic premise must be false. Accordingly, Sher

modifies the NLA to allow desert claims for things that people have equally, even if they

cannot claim credit for them. For example, everyone has equal access to breathable air,

(hopefully!) and thus everyone deserves the benefits that follow from breathing the air,

t' George Sher, Desert (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University press, 1987), p. 24.
'" Alan Zaitchik, "On Deserving to Deserve," Philosophy and pubtic Affairs,6 (1977):373.t' George Sher, Desert, p. 25.
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even though nobody does anything to access that air. Similarly, if everyone had equal

talent, Sher's form of the NLA would allow desert claims to follow from these talents.

Of course, the concern is that people do not have equal basic abilities.26 Thus, it seems

that Sher's form of the argument does not legitimize any substantial desert claims after

all. However, Sher argues that it is controversial to assume that people have differential

amounts of all basic abilities. Specifically, Sher thinks that it is dubious to assume that

people have different amounts of effort-making ability, and he criticizes Rawls for

implicitly presupposing that we do. Furthermore, following Sher's modified version of

the NLA, if people do have equal effort making ability, then they deserve what results

from their efforts, even if the resulting distribution is exceedingly unequal. Sher's view,

known as the equal-ability thesis, can be summarized as follows:

i) If people have equal amounts of X, and X enables Y, then they deserve Y.
2) People have equal amounts of effort-making ability.
3) Therefore, people deserve the things that are enabled by their efforts.

Premise (2) is most controversial here. Sher criticizes Rawls for assuming that people

have differential effort-making ability, but what reason does Sher have for hotding (2)?

Referring back to the leaf-rakers example, Jimmy clearly puts more effort into raking

leaves than Mark does. If Mark knows he is disadvantaging himself by putting in less

effort, (for example, if he knows ahead of time that he will be paid on a per bag basis, and

he really needs the money to pay his rent) then why should we assume that Mark and

Jimmy have equal-effort making ability?

Sher's method of argument is to come up with alternative explanations for why

people exhibit different amounts of effort. He says that Rawls's differential effort-

making ability thesis is an inference to the best explanation and not a logical consequence

'u Sher def,tnes "basic abilities" as the given abilities that a person has no part in acquiring. See ibid., p. 24.
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of the empirical fact that people do exert different amounts of effort. However, in the

face of alternative explanations that are equally or more plausible, we have reason to

reject Rawls's assumption that people have differential ability to make efforts. I will

argue against Sher primarily on the grounds that the ability to make effort is no different

than any other ability. Since it is generally accepted that people have varying abilities to

do other things, (e.g. play sports, do math) it follows that people also have differential

effort-m aking abi lity.

Sher begins by noting that Rawls's differential effort making ability thesis

depends upon the more general assumption that, "people are not capable of making any

more effort than they actually do make."27 But Sher argues that this assumption is simply

false. He says that just because people display varying amounts of effort does not entail

that they are incapable of producing more effort than they actually do. Instead, Sher

claims that the reason people display differential amounts of effort is that they deem

certain goals to be unworthy of effort-making. He writes, "many goals, though desirable,

are not worth the effort it would take to attain them; and others, though worth the effort,

are blocked by conflicting goals."28 In other words, people do not make the effort to

pursue certain goals because of the value judgments they make about these goals, and not

because they are incapable of producing the required effort. For example, while it may

be a desirable goal for Chris to lose ten pounds, he does not feel it is worth the effort to

exercise more than he already does, or make the effort to cook nutritious meals instead of

eating fast foods. Now, he is perfectly capable of making the effort to do these things,

but he does not judge that losing ten pounds is worthy enough of the required effort.

tt lbid., p. 28

" Ibid., p. 29.
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Thus, Sher maintains that people do have equal effort-making ability. But sometimes

people do not feel that it is worthwhile to make the effort towards achieving certain goals,

and this accounts for why they make less effort than others. Accordingly, Sher draws the

distinction between "fhe possession of an ability to exert effort and the exercise of that

ability..."2e Chris possesses the ability to make the effort to lose ten pounds, but he does

not exercise it. Mark and Jimmy both possess the same amount of effort-ability, but

Jimmy exercises his ability more than Mark does. According to Sher, everyone possesses

the same amount of effort making ability. But people exercise different amounts of the

ability they possess. The reason for this can be attributed to the diverse goals that people

strive, (or do not strive) to attain. This serves as an alternative explanation for the

empirical fact that people exert different degrees of effort. And furtherrnore, since we do

possess this ability equally, we deserve to prosper differentially from the efforts we

make.

2.4 Responses to Sher

There are a few problems with the view that our diverse goals account for the

varying amounts of effort we make. First, notice that Sher writes that the effort required

to attain some goals "is blocked by conflicting goals." So, in the case of Chris, we can

imagine that the effort required to lose ten pounds is blocked by other goals such as

writing music, or painting. But this appears to be an indication that he simply does not

possess enough effort-making ability to do both! If losing ten pounds is indeed a

desirable goal for Chris, then presumably he would exercise the effort to achieve that

goal. However, if, after writing music or painting aportrait for several hours, Chris is

'n rbid.,p.29.

I9



tired and does not have the energy to devote effort to exercising or cooking, then it seems

we must conclude that Chris does not poss¿ss the extra required ability to make an effort.

The explanation that Chris possesses the effort, but does not exercise it is not an adequate

explanation if Chris does indeed think that losing ten pounds is a desirable goal. We can

easily imagine someone else, let's call him Keith, who does possess enough effort

making ability to attain all of the respective goals, viz., writing music, painting, and

losing ten pounds. What is the difference between Keith and Chris? Quite simply, Keith

possesses more effort-making ability than Chris does. If some goals block exercising the

effort required to attain other goals, I argue that it is because there is not enough effort-

making ability to go around to achieve all of the goals. It is clear that some people are

able to achieve many more goals at once than others are. This is because they possess

more effort-making ability than others do. Similarly, suppose that Dawn and Sherry have

exactly the same aspirations to excel at music, sports, and academia. Sherry is able to

fulfill her goals and becomes proficient in all three areas. Dawn on the other hand has

less ability than Sheny in all three disciplines, and must work much harder and longer at

each to master the same level of proficiency as Sherry does. Due to time constraints,

Dawn is eventually forced to focus on a single undertaking instead of becoming

accomplished in all three areas. This is because Dawn possesses less ability to do sports,

music and academia than Sheny does. Both Sherry and Dawn have the same goals, but

only Sherry has the ability to fulfill all three goals. This is due to a difference in the

amount of ability they possess. Effort is like any other ability. Some people possess

enough effort-making ability to accomplish all of their goals, while others do not. The

notion of conflicting goals is only useful to explain why some people devote their efforts
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towards certain ends and not others. It does not demonstrate that people possess equal

effort-making abilities.

Of course, Sher can still insist that the varying exercise of effort is the result of

varying value judgments about a goal. For example, the difference between Chris and

Keith is not that they possess different amounts of effort-making ability. Rather, the

perceived worthiness of losing ten pounds is greater for Keith than it is for Chris.

Though they both find the goal desirable, Chris does not quite deem it valuable enough to

make the effort. Notice that the deemed worthiness of a goal is the immediate cause for

the amount of effort that is exercised. If a goal is judged worthy, then effort is exercised,

and if not, then no effort is exercised.

But if the value judgment is the only factor that causes some to exercise effort

while others do not, then it seems that we have good reason to think that people do in fact

differ in their abilities to exercise effort. Obviously, people have different judgments

about which goals are worth pursuing. And the pursuit of different goals requires

exercising different amounts of effort. I think Sher would agree, since this is the basis of

his argument in the first place. The problem is that our upbringing largely determines

which goals we deem worthy of exercising the effort to pursue.30 Fo, example, the goal

of becoming an astronaut is one that requires significantly more effort to be exercised

than the goal of becoming a couch potato. But if Beth is born into a family or society that

esteems couch potatoes and abhors astronauts, then it is unlikely that she will deem the

astronaut goal as one that is worthy of exercising effort towards. The goals that Beth

deems worthy are ones that do not require much effort. Therefore, she does not exercise

30 Genetics, though less obviously, also plays a role in which goals we find
person is shon, it is likely that he will deem the goal of playing in the NBA
someone who is tall.

worthy. For example, if a

less worthy of pursuit than
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much effort. Moreover, she does not develop the ability to exercise as much effort as

someone born into an astronaut-loving society. In short, the value judgments we have

that determine how much effort we will exercise are the result of our circumstance. Since

it is these value judgments that do all the work in determining how much effort we

exercise, (and as far as I can tell, this is the only factor Sher mentions in this particular

explanation of why we exhibit different amounts of effort), and our value judgments are

different, then it follows that we have unequal ability to exercise effort. Again, this is

similar to any other ability. If a child is born into a society that esteems hockey, she is

much more likely to develop her hockey abilities in that society than in one that

condemns all competitive sports. Circumstance largely determines how much our

abilities, including our effort-making ability, are developed. But we do not live in equal

circumstances. Therefore, contra Sher, we do not deserve what follows from the efforts

or any other ability we exercise.

In response, Sher could be stubborn and stick to his distinction between

possessing effort-making ability and exercising effort. Obviously people exercise

different amounts of effort. And perhaps Sher would be willing to concede the firther

claim that different people do have different ability to exercise effort. However, he could

still maintain that everyonepo.ç.ç¿.s.rer the same amount of effort-making ability.

Therefore the accompanying desert claims are legitimate.

But stated this way, the distinction seems to be arbitrary. It is difficult to see what

the difference between the ability to exercise effort, and the possession of effort-making

ability is. Presumably, if one has effort-making ability, then it follows that one can
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exercise that ability. Similarly, if one possesses the ability to do math, then one can also

exercise the ability to do math.

Even if we do grant that there is a viable difference between possession and

exercise of effort, a different problem arises. In making this distinction, the part of effort

that we consider to be valuable and relevant for desert claims is lost. The possession of

an ability is only valuable if it can be exercised. Similarly, desert claims are only

convincing when an ability is exercised, and not just possessed. For example, consider a

skilled ballerina who has just been in a car accident and is temporarily paralyzed from the

waist down. Arguably, she still possesses her ballerina skills, but temporarily she is

unable to exercise those skills. But her dancing skills are only valuable if she can

exercise them. Ballet companies looking to hire dancers are only concemed with the

skills a dancer can exercise, not with the skills she merely possesses. Similarly, it would

be odd to say that somebody who merely possesses the skills to cure cancer, but who

does not actually exercise those skills, deserves a Nobel Prize for curing cancer. For

Sher's argument to be convincing, we should only be concemed with the part of effort

that is valuable, viz., the exercising of effort, and not the possession of it. We might be

willing to concede that Mark and Jimmy possess the same amount of effort-making

ability. But if Mark cannot exercise his ability while Jimmy can, then there is no point in

talking about possession. Furthermore, as argued above, varying environmental

circumstances cause people to value different goals, and as a result, cause varying

abilities to exercise effort. Since people do not have equal abilities to exercise effort, and

the exercising of effort is all that matters, Sher's argument fails. People do not deserve

the gains made from efforts exercised or possessed.
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Finally, Sher might accuse me of unfairly simplifying his position. While it may

be true that the judgments we make about certain goals influence our decision to make

effort towards attaining them, the judgments are not the only causes of our effort

exercising. Instead, more broadly, we can choose to develop our ability to exercise

effort. Thus, everyone has equal potential to develop equal effort-making ability, but

some choose to develop the ability more than others.3i

But once again, the problem is that it is not clear why we should consider effort-

making ability to be different than any other ability. If we are going to assume that

everyone has equal potential to develop equal effort-making ability, then we should

assume the same about all other abilities. For example, we should assume that everyone

has equal potential to be an NHL star, and then infer that some people choose to develop

their hockey skills more than others to account for why there is only a small handful of

the population talented enough to play in the NHL. From here we could conclude that

NHL players deserve their extravagarú. salaries, since everyone has an equal potential to

play in the NHL. But most people would disagree with the claim we are all born with

equal potential to develop any ability. For example, a certain body type, largely

determined by genetics is required to play in the NHL, but obviously not everyone is bom

with this body type. Similarly for other skills, it is doubtful to think that we all start with

the same potential. Some people are simply born smarter and stronger than others, and

this fact cannot be changed even if a person chooses to maximize her strength or

intelligence. Since we have no reason to treat effort-making ability as different from any

3t Of couse, there is a temptation to quickly dismiss Sher's response on the grounds that it is too heavily
reliant on a robust notion of free will. However, I will not pursue this objection, since it does seem right
that at the very least, itfeels like we can choose to exercise effort or not.
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other ability, we can conclude that some are simply born with more potential to exercise

effort than others.

Even if we do grant that effort-making ability is somehow special, and that

everyone does have potential to develop equal effort-making ability, a problem still

remains. People do not have equal access to develop these potentials. As stated above,

circumstance largely determines how much a person will develop her abilities. To have

the potential to do something does not always mean it is in the individual's control to

realize that potential. For example, think of the unfortunate Ugandan who has the

potential basketball skills to play in the NBA. He has the hand-eye coordination, and the

endurance that would be required to play basketball in the NBA. But he has never even

had access to a basketball court, nor to the trainers and coaches required to develop his

potential basketball skills. While he and NBA star Dennis (from the above example) may

have had equal potential basketball skills at birth, circumstances for the Ugandan are such

that he will never have a chance to realize these skills. Similarly, even if we grant that

everyone begins life with equal potential effort making skills, certain environmental

conditions must exist for that potential effort to be converted into actual effort.

Generally, for someone to produce effort, she must have goals, hopes, and the belief that

these goals are attainable. For -ffiy, especially the poor, environmental circumstances

have conditioned them to abandon such hopes and beliefs, and accordingly they produce

less effort. Since people cannot be responsible for the unequal environments they are

placed in, potential effort converted into actual effort is not something that people can

claim credit for. Sher's objection is: "Although Rawls is plainly committed to an

environmental explanation of how people come to differ in effort-making ability, he
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offers no explicit defense of the prior claim that they do differ in this ability."32 But

when a distinction is made between actual and potential effort, then what does matfer is

how people convert differential amounts of potential effort into actual effort. The onus is

back on Sher to demonstrate that effort is unlike other abilities, and that its actualization

is independent of environmental circumstances. Since this does not seem empirically

plausible, Sher's first explanation for why people display differential amounts of effort

fails.

But Sher is armed with an entirely different explanation for why people exert

different amounts of effort. He argues that the agent displaying less effort is either not

paying attention to his interests, or he does not care to further those interests. Sher

writes:

N's comparative lack of effort may simply reflect the fact that he is not as

consistently attentive to his interests as M. For another, it may reflect the fact that
he is (sometimes or always) less concemed than M to further those interests -
that, at least at some moments, he has other priorities. 33

So in the case of Mark and Jimmy, Mark is simply not attentive to the factthathis rent is

due and he needs to earn more money by raking more leaves. Or, he is not concerned

that he will be evicted if he cannot come up with the rent payment. According to Sher

this is a better explanation for Mark's lesser efforts than one that attributes differential

effort-making abilities to Mark and Jimmy respectively.

The problem with this explanation is that it makes Sher's construal of effort

dubious. Our intuitive notion of effort incorporates attentiveness and concern for one's

32 Ibid., p. 28.
t3 rbid,p.29.
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interests.3a To see this, consider what effort involves. Basically, possessing the ability to

make effort is the same as having the ability to try hard. But it is hard to imagine anyone

trying hard at something unless she is motivated to further her interests. For example, it

is implausible that someone would make the effort to understand Hegel's philosophical

works without having some reason to do so. Perhaps that person is taking a class on

Hegel, or she has a general interest in German philosophers, or maybe she just wants to

get better at interpreting obscure philosophical works. The point is that some sort of

motivation to further one's interests is required to make the effort to understand Hegel's

writings. The motivation to fuither one's interests is a fundamental part of effort-making

ability. A lack of concern for one's interestsjzst is a lack of effort-making ability. Rather

than serving as an argument that Mark and Jimmy do indeed have equal-effort making

ability, it serves as an explanation of why they do not have equal effort ability. Overall,

Mark has less concem and attention for his interests than Jimmy does. Attention and

concern for one's interests are necessary constituents of effort-making ability. Therefore

Mark has less effort-making ability than Jimmy does.

Sher could respond that while a concern to further one's interests is required to

exercise effort, it does not follow that a concern for one's interests is part of effort-

making ability. For example, I may have lots of piano-playing ability, but no interest in

exercising that ability. It may even be in my best interest to pursue my piano playing

abilities, but I have no concern to further those interests. But it does not follow that my

'o This idea is taken from Joyce Jenkins, Unpublished Manuscript. It should also be noted that in a later
paper, Sher himself makes a similar point. He argues that a proper construal of effort has an element of
imagination, viz., the ability to plan, judge, make proper choices, etc. Furthermore, he says that
imagination is a factor beyond an individual's control. Therefore, we must reject the claim that effort is
entirely under an individual's control. See George Sher, "Effort and Imagination," in Desert and Justice,
ed. Serena Olsaretti (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp.205-17.
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lack of interest is a fundamentalpart of my piano-playing ability. Similarly, a lack of

interest in exercising effort does not entail that it is a part of effort-making ability. Since

interest in exercising other abilities is not normally considered to be constitutive of those

abilities, a lack of interest in exercising effort is not a fundament al part of effort-making

ability.

The problem with this response is that it helps strengthen my atgument that effort-

making ability is just like any other ability. Even if we concede the controversial claim

that everybody has initial equal ability to do everything, it is clear that environmental

circumstances will dictate how much ability is developed and exercised. Several

examples have already been given to demonstrate this, so I will not introduce a new one

here. Again, since people are not born into equal circumstances, we cannot base desert

claims on how much ability people develop and exercise. The same is true for effort-

making ability. Even if a concern for one's interests is not a fundamentalpartof effort-

making ability, attentiveness to, and concem for one's interests are required to develop

and exercise effort-making ability. But these factors are determined by circumstance.

For example, some children have attention deficit disorder, which periodically causes

them to lose focus on their interests. This is due to a combination of genetics and

environment. Similarly, some people are simply more apathetic than others, and hence

have less concern for their interests. For example, poor people often feel a sense of

hopelessness about improving their situation. The hopelessness results in a lack of

concern to further their interests, since it does not seem possible that their situation can be

changed. Obviously this lack of concern is due to circumstance, i.e., living in a poor

environment. Attentiv.eness to and concem for one's interests determines how much
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effort-making ability a person develops and exercises. However, attentiveness and

concern for one's interests is at least in part a product of one's environment. Since

people are raised in unequal environments, they have unequal opporlunity to develop

their effort-making potential. In this respect, effort-making ability is just like any other

ability. Therefore, Sher cannot argue that effort-making ability serves as a justifiable

desert base.

Sher's final argument is to concede that people may have different effort-making

abilities, but that this should not preclude desert claims if it is possible to overcome lesser

effort skills. He writes:

It is easy to see how M and N might differ in effort-making ability, but N might
still take steps to match M's superior efforts. For one thing, N can maintain a
special vigilance against those distractions that he but not M finds attractive; for
another, if N foresees difficulty in avoiding these temptations, he can always take
action to avoid them, or to increase his ability to resist them.35

At first glance, there seems to be an easy response to Sher's proposal: taking steps to

avoid distractions just requires more effort! "Taking action" is effort! For example,

consider again Mark who loves tobelazy and watch soap operas. According to Sher's

suggestion, perhaps Mark could leave his apartment and go for a walk when his favorite

soap opera comes on. But clearly this involves more effort. If Mark already possessed

that potential effort-making ability, he would be at the leaf raking site, earning money. If

Sher concedes that people have different effort abilities, then his proposal cannot require

that those with less ability match those with superior ability simply by exerting more

effort. Sher anticipates this response because he argues that while there may be things

that N carurot do, there are many more things that N can do to increase his effort-making

ability. Since there is no theoretical limit to all the things N can do, "the number of cases

" Ibid., p. 30.
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in which differences in such ability render differences in effort inevitable seems minimal

at best."36 Basically, Sher claims that a person has limitless options for increasing her

effort-ability, therefore it is only in rare cases that this cannot be achieved.

But Sher's claim is problematic. Usually, if a person fails to exert effort, it is

because some other temptation gets in the way. For example, the temptation to watch

T.V. and laze about might prevent Jake from making the effort to exercise, while Jan has

no trouble turning off the tube and makes the effort to go for a run. But according to

Sher, Jake has a number of options to remedy the differences in effort between he and

Jan. While Sher may be right about this, I fail to see how any of these options are

feasible without requiring more exertion of effort. Simply because a person has many

options rather than just a few does not entail that effort will not be required to resist

temptation. This is easy to see once we have a clearer notion of temptation. At the

extreme end of temptation, there is addiction. I think that any heroine addict will confirm

that no matter how many options they have to help avoid their next frx, all of these

options require art immense amount of effort. At the other extreme are the things that do

not tempt us at all. For example, it is not difficult for me to forgo an evening of watching

hockey. I do not have to exert any amount of effort to avoid that particular distraction.

Now, temptations fall in between the two extremes, and obviously the force of different

temptations is variable. But one thing seems clear. If something is even slightly

tempting, a minimal amount of effort is required to avoid that distraction. What Sher

confuses is that it is the force of the temptation, and not the options available that dictates

the amount of effort required to curb that temptation. once again, the type of

temptations a person has seems to be largely determined by genetics and environment.

'6Ibid., pp.3o-1.
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Often the children of crack addicts and alcoholics are afflicted with the same addictions.

Similarly, obese parents strongly tempted by junk foods tend to have children who are

tempted by the same foods. Since some of these arbitrarily determined temptations

require much more effort than others to fend off, Sher's argument is not viable. Sher is

right in suggesting that theoretically, a person has unlimited options to avoid temptation.

However, it does not follow that no additional effort is required to execute any one of

these possibilities. Sher's argument that aperson can compensate for her lesser effort

making abilities without actually exerting more effort is not convincing.

Sher may respond that while some effort may be required to avert distractions, the

amount of effort needed is minimal. And these minimal exertions of effort will result in

greater effort-making ability. Not everybody is afflicted with crack addictions which do

require immense effort to overcome. Instead, most people have manageable temptations

that require only a small amount of effort to overcome so that greater efforts can be

made. For example, assume that going for a walk instead of watching T.V. results in

greater overall effort-making. It is true that for most people, going for a walk requires

more effort than watching T.V., but the amount of effort needed is minimal. Going for a

walk does not require so much effort that it is an unfeasible option. Therefore, going for

a walk is just one option that most people are capable of executing to increase their

overall effort-making ability. Since we can imagine many more minimal effort options,

the argument still holds that N has limitless options requiring only minimal amounts of

efforts to match M's superior effort-making ability.

But if we consider effort-making ability to be like other abilities, it quickly

becomes obvious that taking small steps to increase ability is not enough to make
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everybody have equal amounts of that ability. For example, there are a limitless number

of things that I could do to make myself have greater tennis-playing ability. To name a

few, I could practice more, I could eat better, I could purchase better equipment, I could

get a coach, I could surround myself with better tennis players, etc. However, no matter

how many of these options I pursue, I will never match the superior tennis-playing ability

of Steffr Graf. The point is that for any ability, there are many options a person could

pursue to have more of that ability. But this does not guarantee that she will be able to

acquire as much ability as someone who possesses great amounts of that ability. The

same is true for effort. Sher has tried to argue that effort-making ability is somehow

special in that it differs from other abilities such as the ability to play hockey, or do math.

However, I have repeatedly demonstrated that effort-making ability is like any other

ability. In the present argument, Sher relies once again on effort-making ability being

special to show that those with less effort-making ability can take any number of steps to

match those with more effort-making ability. But Sher does not offer any independent

argument for why we should assume that effort-making ability is special. Since taking

steps to improve our other abilities is not sufficient to make everyone have equal ability,

the same holds true for effort-making ability. People with less effort-making ability may

take steps to improve their effort-making, but this does not ensure that they will match

those with superior efforl-making skills. Since limitless options will not suffice to equip

everyone with equal effort-making ability, Sher carurot justiff desert claims based on

effort-making.

To summarize, Sher argues that the NLA fails because it assumes that people do

not have equal effort making ability. However, I have argued that Sher's reasons for
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thinking that people do have equal effort abilities fail. Effort is not different form any

other native endowment. Therefore, effort does not justifu claims that people deserve

differential reward.

2.5 The Luck Egalitarians

A group of writers known as the luck egalitarians agree with the conclusion of the

NLA, but maintain that there are other reasons why people deserve differential reward.

Amongst others, this group includes Dworkin, Cohen, and Rawls himself. They argue

that the proper aim of egalitarianism is to neutralize the effects of bad brute luck - for

example, having poor native endowments, bad parents, suffering from accidents or

illness, etc. However, they also hold that people are responsible for certain aspects of

their lives, and deserve the reward or punishment that follows from these aspects.

Specif,rcally, Dworkin and Rawls argue that we are responsible for our preferences, while

Cohen in a more broad fashion holds us responsible for our choices. The crucial point

against which I shall argue, is that they accept the justice of whatever inequalities result

from the things they claim people are responsible for. I will argue that neither

preferences, nor choice serve to justify differential reward resulting from desert claims.

2.6 Dworkin and Preferences

Since talents are a matter of brute luck, Ronald Dworkin agrees that people do not

deserve to be rewarded differentially for them. As mentioned in chapter one, Dworkin

argues that we should aim to equalize resources, where resources include a person's

mental and physical capacities. However, Dworkin distinguishes between a person and
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her circumstance, and assigns preferences and ambitions to the person, and physical and

mental powers to her circumstan"".3t In short, Dworkin claims that people are

responsible for their tastes, i.e., their persons, but not their circumstances. Accordingly,

people deserve the differential rewards that stem from their tastes and ambitions. He

writes:

...'We must, on pain of violating equality, allow the distribution of resources at
any particular moment to be (as we might say) ambition-sensitive. It must, that is,
reflect the cost or benefit to others of the choices people make so that, for
example, those who choose to invest rather than consume, or to consume less
expensively rather than more, or to work in more rather than less profitable ways,
must be permitted to retain the gains that flow from these decisions in an equal
auction followed by free trade. But on the other hand, we must not allow the
distribution of resources at any moment to be endowment-sensitive, that is, to be
affected by differences in the ability of the sort that produce income differences in
a laissez-faire economy among people with the same ambitions.3s

To illustrate, if Ida is less physically capable than Elma, then Ida should be compensated

with extra material resources, since her lack of physical capability will prevent her from

accumulating as much as trlma does. on the other hand, if Ida has the expensive

ambition of becoming a helicopter pilot, but squanders away her resources on truffles and

designer clothing, then she should not be given extra resources to fulfill her pilot

ambition. Conversely, suppose it is lda's life goal to live luxuriously only after she

retires, but in the meanwhile she works hard, lives simply, and saves lots of money.

Dworkin claims that she deserves the extra wealth she accrues, even if she has

significantly more material resources than others do upon her retirement. If it is her

preference to work hard and save money, then Ida deserves that wealth.3e

s7 Ronald Dworkìn, Sovereign Virtue, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 8l .

" Ibid., p. 89.

'n Ibid., p. 83.
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At first glance, it may appear that Dworkin's view is dependent on the existence

of free will. PeopIe choose what kinds of lives to pursue. Therefore, they are responsible

for the lives they choose and deserve whatever differential reward follows from these

choices. But this is not Dworkin's view. It is not choice per se that distinguishes

between a person and her circumstance. Rather, it is:

[T]he distinction between those beliefs and attitudes that define what a successful
life would be like, which the ideal assigns to the person, and those features of
body or mind or personality which provide means or impediments to that success,
which the ideal assigns to the person's circumstances.oO

But Dworkin concedes that the beliefs and attitudes that help form a person's conception

of the good life, and the corresponding ambitions to attain that life are not chosen.

Instead, he claims that we are responsible for preferences and life goals that are derived

from our beliefs and attitudes because we deliberate and reason about them.al Moreover,

we take responsibility for these deliberations, because they are part of our personalities.

Dworkin makes these two points in the following passage:

We do not think that we have chosen these various judgments and convictions
from a menu of equally eligible altematives, the way we might choose a shirt
from a drawer or dishes from a menu. True, it is up to us what to read, or listen
to...But it is not up to us what, having done what we have done in that way, we
conclude. We nevertheless do not count the fact that we have reached some
particular moral or ethical conclusion as a matter of good or bad luck. That would
be to treat ourselves as dissociated from our personalities rather than identified
with them - to treat ourselves as victims bombarded by mental radiation. We
think of ourselves differently - as moral and ethical agents who have struggled
our way to the convictions we now find inescap able.a2

For example, I do not simply prefer a life of learning to one of luxury because I randomly

selected it from a list ofpossible preferences. Instead, I "struggle," deliberate, and reason

to develop my beliefs and attitudes about how I prefer to lead my life. Furthermore, I am

oo lbid., p. 82.
or Ibid., p. 52.
ot lbid., p.290.
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responsible for these convictions, because I identity with them. Dworkin reemphasizes

the point that we take responsibility for our preferences in the following passages:

Ordinary people, in their ordinary lives, take consequential responsibility for their
own personalities. We know that when we make the decisions, grand and small,
that will shape our lives, we must often struggle against or accoÍÌmodate or
submerge or otherwise come to terms with our inclinations, dispositions, habits,
and raw desires...43

Elsewhere he writes:

We take responsibility for our choices in a variety of ways. V/hen these choices
are freely made, and not dictated or manipulated by others, we blame ourselves if
we later decide that we should have chosen differently. We evaluate and criticize
the ambitions out of which our choices are made. We try to reform or overcome
those character traits that have led us to make choices we would prefer not to have

. L¿-
made. "

In addition to the claim that we just do take responsibility for our preferences, Dworkin

argues that we cannot help but do the same. This is apparent in the next passage:

We might think ourselves persuaded, intellectually, of the philosophical thesis
that people have no free will, and that we are no more causally responsible for our
fate when it is the upshot of our choices than when it flows only from handicap or
society's distribution of wealth. But we cannot lead a life out of that conviction.
We cannot plan or judge our lives except by distinguishing what we must take
responsibility for, because we chose it, and what we cannot take responsibility for
because it was beyond our control.as

We cannot plan or evaluate our lives unless we take responsibility for our preferences for

how our lives should be. Therefore, we ca¡not refrain from taking responsibility for our

preferences. Suppose I did not assume any responsibility for the life I prefer, viz., alife

of leaming. It would be strange for me to plan on a life of academia, or make any plans

that would advance my preference if I did not feel that I had control over the relevant

factors. And if I do not have control over those factors, then it does not seem that I can

ot Ibid., p.290.
oo lbid., p.323.
ot lbid., p.323.
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be responsible for them. On the other hand, if I do have control over the factors that will

help secure the life I prefer to lead, then it seems right to say that I am responsible for

these factors. People cannot help but be responsible for their preferences so that they can

plan for the lives they prefer to lead.

In short, Dworkin claims that our ambitions, i.e., preferences, are born out of the

critical judgments we make about the kind of lives we want for ourselves. Since we

deliberate about these preferences, we consider them to be part of our personalities. In

other words, we identify with our preferences. Furtherrnore, we cannot help but be

responsible for our preferences. This is evident, because we regularly just do take

responsibility for them, and furthermore, we would not be able to plan or judge the lives

we prefer to lead without being responsible for these preferences.

Notice that taken together, Dworkin's claims form an "ought implies can"

argument. We deliberate and reason about our preferences. Therefore we identify with

them. Since we identify with our preferences, we just are responsible for them. Our

behavior, (i.e., "we blame ourselves" when things go wrong) suggests that we take

ourselves to be responsible for our preferences. Furthermore, being responsible for our

preferences is necessary in order to make our preferred life plans. In short, we cannot

refrain from taking responsibility for our preferences. Accordingly, Dworkin's argument

might be as follows:

1) If we are not responsible for our preferences, then we must be able to refrain
from taking ourselves to be responsible.

2) We are not able to refrain from taking responsibility for our preferences.
3) Therefore, we are responsible for our preferences,
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2,7 Responses to Drvorkin

I will object to Dworkin by denying premise (2), the claim that we camot refrain

ÍÌom being responsible for our preferences. First, I will argue that his empirical claim

that we just do take responsibility for our preferences is inaccurate. Next, I will show

that neither identiS'ing with nor deliberating about our preferences aro sufficient

conditions to make us responsible for them. In other words, we can rcfrainfrom being

responsible for our preferences, and therefore, Dworkin's argument that we are

responsible for our preferences is unsound.

Dworkin claims that wejnst do assume responsibility for our preferences. He

cites the fact that we blame and criticize ourselves when we regret having acted on

certain preferences as evidence ofthis. The problem is that Dworkin's empirical claim is

not entirely accuÍate. Now, I agree that in cases where our preferences and ambitions

lead to successful outcomes, we do take responsibility. However, the empirical claim is

much weaker when we fail in pursuit of the ambitions we prefer. In those cases it seems

much more commonplace to blame someone or something else. For example, imagine a

successful actress describe, in an interview, how it was a life long dream to become a

Hollywood star, and how she persevered until her dream finally came true. In this case,

the actress takes responsibility for her ambition, which has tumed into a successful acting

career. Now, imagine that the same actress has ambitiously pursued a high profile acting

career, but fails miserably. Assume that in both cases, the actress has equal talent. ln the

second case, she is more likely to make excuses for. why her career did not take off

Some familiar lines we hear when people describe their lack of success are: "l was at the

right place at the wrong time," (indicating luck), "I was not able to give it my all, because
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I had a family to tend to," (indicating circumstance), or "the other actress already knew

the director, so she had an unfair advantage and took the role that was meant for me,"

(blaming someone else). Empirically, it seems equally conìmon to attribute failure to

circumstance as it is to claim credit for success. If empirical evidence is what Dworkin

depends on to show that we are responsible for our preferences, then we have just as

much reason to think we are nol responsible for them. This is because people often look

elsewhere than themselves to blame when their preferences lead them astray, or when

they do not succeed at their preferred life plan.

It may be objected that while the actress, (from the above example) does not take

responsibility for the failure of her career, she still takes responsibility for her preference

to become an actress. In other words, people do not always take responsibility for the

outcomes of their preferences, but empirically, the fact remains that people do claim

responsibility for the preferences themselves.

Perhaps this is sometimes true. However, I still maintain that empirical evidence

equally demonstrates that people do not take responsibility for their preferences. For

example, consider Ronald, who is morbidly obese, because his diet consists

predominantly of fast foods. Ronald knows that if he ate more fruits and vegetables and

fewer processed, fatty foods, he would lose weight. When asked why he does not prefer

this course ofaction, he responds, "I prefer to eat cheeseburgers and fries, and I cannot

help it! It is not my fault that I have a preference for unhealthy foods." This is not an

unfamiliar response when asking someone why they continue to pursue a preference,

even though it clearly does not lead to a desirable outcome. Similarly, consider Cohen's
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example of the unfortunate photographer, Pau1.a6 Paul loves photography, but does not

have the means to purchase the expensive equipment required to do photography. Given

this fact, it would be in Paul's best interest not to prefer photography. However, Paul

cannot help but love photography. When asking for financial assistance to acquire the

equipment, we can imagine Paul saying: "Please assist me. It is not my fault that I have a

passion for an expensive hobby." Again, Dworkin may be right that empirical evidence

suggests that sometimes we do take responsibility for our preferences. However,

empirical evidence also suggests that sometimes we do not take responsibility for our

preferences. Therefore, Dworkin's claim is not sufficiently accurate to justifli being

responsible for our preferences.

Even if we do grant that Dworkin's empirical claim that we take responsibility for

our preferences is accurate, a different problem arises. If empirical evidence regarding

our preferences is suffrcient to argue that we are responsible for our preferences, then to

be consistent, Dworkin must also agree that people are responsible for their talents. Most

people claim responsibility for whatever talent they have cultivated, that is, they claim

responsibility for the talent itself, and do not attribute it to arbitrary factors such as

circumstance. This is an empirical fact. If Dworkin claims that empirical evidence is a

reason to be responsible for our preferences, then Dworkin must also agree that people

are responsible for their talents. But Dworkin specifically argues that people are not

responsible for their talents, and do not deserve the differential rewards that result from

them. In other words, even though empirical evidence suggests that people do think they

are responsible for their talents, Dworkin ignores this fact, because he considers talents to

be matters of brute luck. On the other hand, he claims that preferences are not a matter of

'u G.A. Cohen, "On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice," p. 923.
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brute luck. However, the above examples of Ronald and Paul, suggest that preferences

are just amatter of brute luck. Furtherïnore, I will go on to argue that the other reasons

Dworkin gives for thinking that we are responsible for our preferences are untenable. In

short, empirical evidence alone is not sufficient to demonstrate that we are responsible for

our preferences, because empirical evidence also suggests that we are responsible for our

talents. But Dworkin does not endorse the latter. Therefore, he must have additional

arguments for why we are responsible for our preferences. I will now consider and object

to these arguments.

Dworkin also claims that we are responsible for our preferences, because to do

otherwise would "be to treat ourselves as dissociated from our personalities." W'e

identifli, at least in part, with our preferences. Therefore, we are responsible for them.

The problem with this claim is that there are many other components of our personalities

that we identify with, but for which we are not responsible. For example, many people

identiff with their ethnic and cultural backgrounds, but these are clearly not

characteristics for which they can claim responsibility. Ethnicity is wholly determined by

genetics and environment. Nonetheless, it seems perfectly coherent for me to say that I

identift with my German background, even though I am not responsible for my German

roots. Furthermore, it seems right that people cannot help but identifu with their ethnic

backgrounds. Therefore, we could say that they ought to identify with their ethnicities.

But it still does not follow that people are responsible for their ethnic backgrounds.

Similarly, many people identi$ with their talents. Hockey players consider themselves

hockey players, just like philosophers identiÛr themselves as philosophers. There is no
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doubt that people's personalities reflect, at least inpart, the talents they have, and the

environments they are bom into. Scheffler makes a similar point. He writes:

In any sense of identity that actually matters to people, unchosen personal traits
and the social circumstances into which one is born is importantly, albeit not
exclusively, constitutive of one's distinct identity.4T

But again, identifying with our talents does not entail that we are responsible for them.

Similarly, merely identiSring with preferences is not a good enough reason to hold people

responsible for them.

Dworkin could reply that we must distinguish between preferences and personal

traits that are the result of genetics and environment. While it may be true that we cannot

help but identifu with both, we nonetheless deliberate about the former, and not the latter.

In other words, it is the deliberation and reasoning about our preferences that does all the

work in establishing the link with responsibility.

But deliberation over amatter cannot be a sufficient condition for holding a

person responsible. For example, suppose I purchase a lottery ticket. The life plan I

prefer is contingent upon how I do in the lottery. Therefore, the numbers I prefer to pick

will determine the life plan I prefer. If the numbers I prefer happen to be the winning

numbers, then I will prefer a life without work. If I do not win, then I will prefer a life of

hard work. I spend much time reflecting and deliberating about which numbers to pick.

Again, this deliberation will determine my life plan. Suppose I end up preferring the

winning numbers, and win ten million dollars. If deliberation over preferences is

suffrcient to make people responsible for them, and if people deserve the things for which

they are responsible, then Dworkin must concede that I deserve to win the ten million

dollars. But winning a lottery is a matter of brute luck. Since Dworkin thinks we should

a7 samuel Scheffler, "what is Egalitarian ism?" philosophy and pubtic Affairs,3 I (2003): 1g.
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mitigate brute luck factors, he cannot hold that people deserve the earnings they win in a

lottery. If an agent deliberates about which preference to have, it does not follow that she

is responsible for that preference.

To summarize, Dworkin suggests that we cannot help but be responsible for our

preferences. Therefore, we are responsible for them. I have demonstrated that his

reasons for thinking we cannot refrain from being responsible fail. Since we carì refrain

from being responsible for our preferences, Dworkin's argument is unconvincing.

Dworkin fails to demonstrate that we are responsible for our preferences. Therefore, he

fails to argue that preferences serve as a legitimate desert base.

2.8 Cohen and Choice

Like Dworkin, Cohen thinks that people deserve the reward that follows from the

things for which they are responsible, even if this results in people having extremely

unequal resource bundles. However, he argues that Dworkin fails to adequately capture

the notion of responsibility by distinguishing between preferences and capabilities.

According to Cohen, we do not always have control over our preferences and therefore,

we ca¡not always be responsible for possessing them. Similarly, sometimes we choose

not to develop certain skills, and consequently, we are responsible for lacking that

resource. a8 For example, it is Sally's preference to live close to the center of her city

where housing prices are much higher than in the suburbs. She has tried living

elsewhere, but is extremely miserable when she is not living where all the urban action is.

She cannot help but have this preference for living downtown where housing is more

expensive. On the other hand, Sally has always excelled at math and physics, and has

o8 G.A. Cohen, "On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice,,, p.922.
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been told she could be a successful engineer. But Salty deliberately chose not to cultivate

her engineering skills, and instead works as a receptionist in an engineering firm. As a

result, her income is less than what it would be had she pursued a career in engineering.

Cohen argues that in the first case, Sally is not responsible for her preference to live in a

more expensive area of the city, because she cannot help having this preference.

Therefore, she is entitled to the extra funding needed to live there. On the other hand,

Sally should not be given compensation on the grounds that she now lacks the skills to be

an engineer. It was her decision not to cultivate these skills. Therefore, she is

responsible for lacking them and deserves the resulting loss of income. Contra

Dworkin, Cohen's point is that, "the right cut is between responsibility and bad luck, not

between preferences and resources." People are responsible for the voluntary choices

they make. Accordingly, Cohen claims that people deserve the differential rewards that

follow from their respective choices.

Now, it appears that Cohen's view of desert and responsibility hinges on there

being a solution to the free will debate. Cohen acknowledges this, but says that this is

'Just tough luck."4e He claims that the amount of genuine choice involved in any given

act is a matter of degree, and therefore an exact distinction between presence and absence

of will is not needed. For example, the amount of information that an agent has about a

decision is proportional to the genuineness of the choice she ends up making. In other

words, the more relevant information there is available about a choice, the less reason

there is for complaint afterwards if the choice ends up being a bad one.50 According to

4e lbid., p.934.
to Ibid., p.934.
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Cohen, this evades the free will dilemma, and choice remains the right cut for

distinguishing between responsibility and bad luck.

2.9 Responses to Cohen

I do not find Cohen's response to the metaphysical problem of free will

convincing. However, for purposes of argument, suppose that we do have free will in the

libertarian sense. The problem is that even if we grant this, choice alone is not significant

enough to justify the desert claims that Cohen wants. Recall the luck egalitarian's goal.

According to Cohen himself, "alarge part of the fundamental egalitarian aim is to

extinguish the influence of brute luck on distribution."sl Skills and talents fall under the

brute luck category if they are the result of genetics and upbringing. However, Cohen

thinks that desert claims are legitimate when they stem from the voluntary decisions we

make, since we have control over these choices. But there is an inconsistency in this

position. Similar to the case of effort, it is not clear how decision-making skills are

different from any other skills. Making good choices that will result in desirable

outcomes is a skill like any other that is dependant upon genetics and environment. If we

do have free will in the libertarian sense, then we have the control to make a choice. But

it does not follow that we have the ability to make a good choice. Egalitarians,

(speciflrcally Cohen) are concerned with improving people's lives. This means that they

must be concerned with the outcome of people's choices, and not merely with the choice

itself. But since a good outcome will depend upon having the ability to make good

choice, and since this ability is a matter of brute luck, (i.e., a skill), choice alone does not

have the force required by Cohen. The brute luck factors that affect the ability to make

tt Ibid., p. 931.
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good decisions render Cohen's view inconsistent. Arneson makes a similar point that

Anderson summarizes nicely.

fArneson] argues that it is sometimes unfair to hold people responsible for the
degree to which they are responsible agents. The capacities needed for
responsible choice - foresight, perseverance, calculative ability, strength of will,
self-confidence - are partly a function of genetic endowments and partly of the
good fortune of having decent parents.52

The point can be demonstrated with an example. It is generally agreed that acquiring a

post secondary education is a good choice to make. To make access to higher education

easier for Aboriginal Canadians, a post secondary education is possible without having to

pay tuition fees. Some right-wingers a.rgue that since Aboriginals have the choice to

acquire a post secondary degree, they should not receive further compensation if they

choose to forgo a free education and cannot find employment as a result. In other words,

they deserve the financial penalties that result from the decision not to obtain further

education. Consider Rachel who is aboriginal. She is very bright and talented, but has

chosen not to attend university. Rachel's decision is fully informed. She is well aware of

the difficulties of finding employment and leading a prosperous life without seeking a

higher education. Cohen would have to agree that Rachel deserves the poverty that

ensues from her decision not to attend university. But now consider the factors that lead

to her decision. No one of Rachel's friends or family has more than a high school

education, and they laugh at the suggestion of Rachel going to university. Rachel is

uncertain that she is capable ofsucceeding at school, because she has never consistently

put effort into her high school work. Completing homework was never considered an

important task in her family. In short, Rachel does not have the self-confidence or a role

s2 ElizabethAnderson, "What is the Point of Equality," Ethics,109 (1999): 300.
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model to help her make the right choice and go to school.53 It might be true that Rachel

has the free will necessary to make a choice, but the factors leading her to make a bad

decision a¡e out of her control. These factors are primarily the result of her upbringing

and the environment she lives in. The point of the example is to show that even if we

have the control to make choices, we do not have control over the factors that guide our

choices. This means that brute luck factors at least in part determine whether we will

make good or bad choices. Since brute luck is what Cohen is trying to neutralize, he

cannot hold us responsible for the good or bad outcomes resulting from our choices.

Furthermore, if we are not responsible for making good or bad choices, we cannot

deserve the reward or punishment that follows from them.

Teny Price makes a similar argument against Cohen using the example of

Claude.sa Claude deliberately chooses to become a photographer at a time when it is a

relatively inexpensive pastime. But a few years later, the cost of photography supplies

sky-rocket and Claude can no longer afford to take pictures. Claude's choice at the time

to become a photographer was voluntary and informed. Therefore, Cohen cannot claim

that he should later on receive compensation for this now expensive hobby. But the

conditions that prevent Claude from continuing with his hobby are matters of brute luck.

Claude cannot control the inflating prices of photography equipment. Therefore, to

remain consistent with the goal of extinguishing the effects of brute luck, Cohen ought to

subsidize Claude's expensive chosen taste. However, since this is exactly the position

Cohen wishes to avoid, the intemal inconsistency of his position becomes apparent.

t' For purposes of this argument, I will assume that attending university would in fact be a good decision
for Rachel to make.
5a Terry Price, "Egalitarian Justice, Luck and the Costs of Chosen Ends," American Philosophical
Quarterly, 3 6 (1999): 268-i 8.
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To summarize, Cohen holds that we are responsible for our choices, and deserve

the outcome that follows from our choices. However, I have argued that the outcome of

our choices depends on our abilities and other brute luck factors. Since outcomes of

choices are ultimately what determine how well our lives are going, the egalitarian must

be concemed with outcomes and not the choices themselves. But like other abilities,

choosing good outcomes is largely out of our voluntary control. Therefore, Cohen cannot

hold us responsible for these outcomes, or maintain that we deserve the associated

rewards. Choice alone is not a strong enough reason to legitimize desert claims.

2.10 Summary

In this chapter, I outlined the position that people deserve to prosper differentially

for things such as hard work and skill. I objected to this view using the NLA which

demonstrates that we cannot claim credit for our talents. Therefore we do not deserve

differential reward based on our abilities and skills. I then considered effort-making

ability, personal preferences, and the choices we make as possible justifications for why

we might deserve differential reward in spite of the NLA's conclusion. However, I have

argued that none of these possibilities are tenable as legitimate desert bases. Distributing

unequal amounts of income and wealth based on desert claims is not a justifiable.
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Chapter Three

3.0Introduction

Up until now, I have been arguing that we should not permit greatly unequal distributions

of income and wealth. My reason for holding this view is that amore egalitarian

distribution would significantly improve some people's lives without markedly

worsening the lives of others. The example of Schumacher and the African child

demonstrates this. But as stated in the f,rrst chapter, I think egalitarianism is only useful

as an instrumental means to improve the lives of the worst off. Aside from achieving this

aim, I maintain that egalitarianism alone does not have any special value. Therefore, to

be consistent in defending the aim I think egalitarians should have,viz., improve the lives

of the worst off, I must now consider the possibility that unequal distributions of income

and wealth are the way to accomplish this goal. In this chapter, I will examine defenses

of the claim that certain unequal distributions will result in everyone being better off.

These are called incentive or Pareto arguments. State A is strongly Pareto-superior to

state B if everybody in state A is better off than in state B, and weakly Pareto-superior if

at least one person is better off and no one is worse off.ss Generally, incentive arguments

rely on two principles. First, it is assumed that if talented people are given the proper

incentive, they will be encouraged to be more productive. And second, if they are more

productive, everyone (including the untalented) will benefit as a result. Therefore, the

inequalities generated by incentive are justified because everyone's lives are improved

viz., a strongly Pareto-superior state of affairs is generated.

" G..ry A. Cohen, "The Pareto Argument for lnequality ," Social Philosophy and Policy, 12 (1995): t 60, ft.
note 4.
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My approach in this chapter is as follows: In sections 3.1 and3.2,I will focus on

Rawls's version of an incentive argument, which is a defense of what he calls the

Dffirence Princíple. In 3.3, I will consider Cohen's objection that Rawls's argument for

arriving at the Difference Principle is inconsistent. Cohen argues that to be consistent,

Rawls should prefer a distribution that is both equal and Pareto-superior. In 3.4, I will

point out some problems with Cohen's suggestion, and argue that his solution potentially

leads to the Slavery of the Talented. In 3.5, I will consider the Strong Egalitarianview

that equality is intrinsically valuable, and therefore, maintaining equality sometimes

trumps achieving Pareto-superiority. In 3.6 I will explain the Levelling Down Objection,

which is the main objection against Strong Egalitarianism. I will consider Temkin's

response in3.7, that the acceptance of the Levelling Down Objection requires endorsing

what he calls The Slogan. In 3.8, I will explain Temkin's and Shaw's objections to the

Slogan, and finally, in 3.9 I will offer a potential response to them. In the end, I will

conclude that Strong Egalitarianism is not a tenable position, because equality does not

have any value beyond the effects it has on people's well-being. Given that I take the

fundamental goal of egalitarianism to be the bettering of the lives of the least advantaged,

I will now argue that unequal distributions of wealth and income are indeed justified if

they succeed in achieving this aim.

3.1 Rawls and the Difference Principle

Rawls argues that inequalities are just if they are in accordance with the

difference principle. The difference principle is as follows:

Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) to the
greatest expected benefit ofthe least advantaged and (b) attached to offices and
positions open to all under conditions of fair and equal opportunity.s6

56 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, revised ed., p.72.
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First I will clarify some terms. Rawls suggests two possible ways of defining the least

advantaged group. First, it could be a group that occupies a specific social position, such

as that of the unskilled laborer. The least advantaged would be those who have

approximately the same or less income as the unskilled laborer group. Alternatively, the

determining criteria could simply be relative income and wealth, without any reference to

social position. For example, those with less than half of the average income would be

considered the least advantaged group.tt In either case, the criterion aims to encompass

those who have come up short in the natural and social lottery. Rawls refers to the social

and economic goods that are eligible for unequal distribution as primary social goods.

These include the rights of authority, and income and wealth.s8 According to the

difference principle, someone who has the good fortune of being talented and capable can

expect greater income and wealth if her efforts cause the poorest socioeconomic group to

be better off. For example, a factory owner may be inclined to expand production in her

factory if she can expect greater income and wealth. If production were increased, it

would create more factory jobs. Suppose the least advantaged are currently unemployed,

and now have the opportunity to make a decent factory wage. Presumably, this would be

a benef,rt for the least advantaged, and therefore, the higher income received by the

factory owner would be justif,red. Again, Rawls claims that all inequalities resulting

from the difference principle are just. And conversely, he says that an injustice is

" Ibid., p. 84.

" Ibid., p. 80. Since I have restricted the egalitarian discussion to the distribution of income and wealth, I
will continue to do so here, and will ignore the distribution of rights to authority in my arguments.
I do not anticipate that this will influence my arguments in any way since positions of greater authority are
generally aftached to greater incomes anyway.
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committed if inequalities arise that do not benefit the least advantaged.se I *ill now

explain and defend Rawls's view that the difference principle generates just distributions.

3.2 tsarry's I)efense of the Difference Frinciple

To help clarify Rawls's defense of the difference principle, I shall draw upon

Brian Barry's reformulation of the argument. Bany divides Rawls's argument for the

difference principle into two stages. In the first stage, he argues that an initial

distribution where everyone has equal amounts of primary goods is primafacie just.

Barry requires two principles to make the case for an equal initial distribution. First,

following the NLA, (see chapter two) it is assumed that all differences in achievement are

due to morally arbitrary factors such as environment and genetics.60 Attd second, morally

arbitrary factors should not influence the amount of primary goods that people receive.

From these two premises the conclusion follows that,"...there is no case at the most

basic level ofjustification for anything except equality in the distribution of primary

goods."6r Environmental and genetic factors should not allow anyone an advantage over

others. But as Barry points out, negating all genetic and environmental factors renders

people into indistinguishable entities. If people are indistinguishable, and there is no

reason to give one person more than another, then it is only fair that each person be given

equal amounts.62 This completes the first stage of the argument.

The second stage of the argument relies on the conclusion of the first stage, viz.,

an initial equal distribution must be agreed upon as being prima facie just. This

tn lbid., p.54.
uo Brian Barry, Theories of Justice. (London: Harvester-Wheatsheaf, l9B9),p.226.6tlbid., p.zzs.
u'rbid,p.224.
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establishes a benchmark distribution against which the legitimacy of subsequent

distributions can be judged. Also, we must accept Rawls's claim that it is irrational to

prefer an equal distribution to an unequal distribution that is Pareto-superior, (i.e., where

everyone is better off.) Rawls writes, "[A]n equal division of all primary goods is

irrational in view of the possibility of bettering everyone's circumstances by accepting

certain inequalities."63 To help illustrate the move to an unequal distribution, we are to

imagine a society consisting of three groups: the talented rich, the least advantaged, and a

middle group that falls in between the first two. Each group has a representative whose

role is to secure the best interests of her respective group. Again, we must assume that the

first stage of the argument is accepted by all, so that all groups start off from the

benchmark of equality. Next, increments of inequalities are introduced, but each

representative has the power to veto arìy move to inequality. V/e are to assume that the

initial increments away from equality benefit all of the groups. Since it is irrational to

prefer equal distributions to unequal, Pareto superior outcomes, it can be assumed that all

three representatives will allow incremental inequalities to occur up to the point where

the next increment would no longer benefit the least advantaged. At that point, the

representative of the least advantaged group would veto any further moves to inequality

since it is not in the best interest of her group. The result is a distribution that follows the

difference principle. Inequalities are allowed in so far as the prospects of the least

advantaged group are maximized. Since the distribution is arrived at by the consensus of

every group in society, it seems right to conclude that the unequal distribution is

legitimate. Batry summarizes the reasoning as follows:

63 Taken from Gerry A. Cohen, "The Pareto Argument for inequality," Social Philosophy and Poticy, 12
(1995): 167. See also John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, revised ed.,p.l3l.
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We take an equal distribution as being a just one in the first instance: it provides a
benchmark. Nobody can be asked to accept a less preferred outcome to the one
defined by this benchmark, however much others might gain from such a move.
But if it is possible to "make everyone better off'then it is legitimate to make a
move from the benchmark.6a

This completes the move from an equal distribution to an unequal one governed by the

difference principle, and consequently, the second stage of the argument.

A problem with the procedure suggested by Bany in the previous paragraph is

that it implicitly assumes that the "chain connection" holds. Since the expectations of

well-being are so interconnected between socioeconomic groups, presumably, a benefit to

the least advantaged will have the chain reaction of benefiting everyone else as well.65

Therefore, if the chain connection holds, then the claim that the least advantaged should

be maximally benefited is compatible with the claim that everyone should benefit from

economic inequalities. Accordingly, the representatives from each group will withhold

their vetoes until the least advantaged group is maximally benefited. However, if the

chain connection does not hold, then, for example, the middle group's prospects might

decline before the least advantaged group's prospects are maximized. Since all group

representatives have the power to veto any move towards inequality, the middle group's

representative will veto a further move to inequality before the least advantaged group is

made as best off as they can be. The resulting distribution will not be in accordance with

the difference principle. The problem is that it is controversial to assume that the chain

connection holds. Therefore, Barry offers a second argument to arrive at the difference

principle from an initial equal distribution. I will briefly summarize this argument before

moving on.

uo Brian Barry, Theories of Justice, pp.228-9.
o' John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, revised ed., pp.70-72.
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Bany considers whether the least advantaged have a legitimate complaint against

the middle group that justifies them to continue maximizing their prospects, while the

middle group is made worse off. Barry's response is that they do. First it must be

remembered that all departures from equality are based on moral arbitrary features. The

talented are given more so that the worst off will benefit, but the facf thatthey are

talented is due to arbitrary factors. Second, since the least advantaged still remain the

worst off group in society, and all others continue to do better than they do, the worst off

has the most reason for complaint. Barry summarizes the argument as follows:

[T]he extra amount that those people feveryone other than the least advantaged]
are getting atthat point over what we fthe least advantaged] are getting derives
from morally arbitrary advantages. They cannot therefore reasonably keep all
those gains if by giving up some of them we could be made better off. Since all
inequalities are morally arbitrary, it should be the worst off who determine how
great they should be. For at the level of inequality where the worst off are doing
as well as they can, the rest of you will still be doing better, so you can have
nothing to complain of.oö

The least advantaged have the most reason for complaint. Therefore, they are given the

power to determine the extent that inequalities are permitted. Since the representative of

the least advantaged will aim to maximize the prospects of her group, and she is given the

power to do so, the difference principle will once again be arrived at.

For present purposes, my goal is to determine whether inequalities are justified

when they improve people's lives, irrespective of the chain corurection. While it should

be noted that the absence of the chain connection reveals a weakness in Barry's

reconstruction of Rawls's argument for the difference principle, I will not concern myself

further with the issue here. Therefore, I will set aside this version of Barry's argument

for now, and proceed with possible objections aimed at the difference principle.

66 Brain Barry, Theories of Justice, p.232.
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3.3 Cohen's Objection to Rawls and tsarry

Cohen objects to Barry's reconstruction of Rawls's argument for the difference

principle. He argues that one cannot consistently endorse an equal initial distribution on

the grounds that morally arbitrary features should be negated, and then endorse the move

to a Pareto-superior unequal distribution, (i.e., one in accordance with the difference

principle) where the talented receive more than everyone else. If one is committed to

neutralizing morally arbitrary characteristics, then, contra Bany and Rawls, itis not

irrational to insist on an equal distribution. To explain his argument, Cohen considers

three different states of affairs, Dl,D2, and D3. In Dl, social primary goods are

distributed equally. Everybody receives the same wage, works the same number of

hours, and makes the same amount of effort. However, "...being more talented, and

putting in the same effort, the talented consequently produce more than the untalented do,

although (ex hypothesi) they gain no more as a result."67 Because of their superior

talents, the talented produce more than the untalented in D1 . InD2, the talented receive

higher wages than in Dl, and as a result are even more productive. The untalented also

earn higher wages, even though their productivity is unchanged, but their wages are not

as high as those of the talented. Thus, inD2 there is an unequal distribution of income

and wealth, but it is strongly Pareto-superior to Dl. Assuming that the untalented, (viz.,

the least advantaged) have received maximum benefit, Rawls and Barry would argue that

D2 is perfectly just since it accords with the difference principle. Furthermore, Rawls

and Barry would argue that it is irrational not to accept D2 since again, everyone is better

off. However, Cohen objects to this claim in light of a possible third distribution, D3. In

ut Gerry A. Cohen, "The Pareto Argument for Inequality," p. l':.1.
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D3, both the talented and the untalented work the same amount as they do in D2. The

untalented receive an even higher wage than inD2, but the talented receive less than they

do in D2. In other words, the distribution of income is once again equal. The untalented

do better in D3 than in D2, while the talented do worse, but both groups earn more than

they do in Dl. In other words, D3 is strongly Pareto-superior to Dl, but D2 and D3 are

Pareto-incomparable viz., neither state of affairs is Pareto-superior to the other. Since

everyone is better off in D3 than they are in D 1, it is not irrational to prefer D3 where

equality is preserved, to D2 where equality is abandoned. The point that Cohen makes is

that if Barry and Rawls are really committed to neutralizing morally arbitrary factors,

(and they must be to arrive at the initial benchmark distribution) then it is unacceptable to

move to D2 where the talented receive more income for their morally arbitrary talents.

Furthermore, in light of D3, it is not irrational to insist upon maintaining equality since

everybody is better off in D3 than they are in Dl.

Cohen acknowledges that the extra financial incentive inD2 may be required to

encourage the talented to produce more.68 But he argues that if the talented are able to

work harder when the incentive is greater, then they have no justification for being

unwilling to work that hard when the incentive is less. Again, this is because the talents

that enable them to work hard and produce more are the result of arbitrary features. The

talented rich do not have legitimate reasons for why they should receive more income, (as

they do in D2) for their more productive efforts, or work less hard if their wages are equal

with everyone else's.

68 Rawls certainly suggests this to be the case. He writes, ". . . The greater expectations allowed to
entrepreneurs encourages them to do things which raise the prospects ofthe laboring class. Their better
prospects act as incentives so that the economic process is more efficient, innovation proceeds at a faster
pace, and so on." John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, revised ed., p.68.
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Cohen suggests and quickly dismisses some possible justif,rcations that the

talented might have for not working as hard. First, he says that the talented might

complain that it is simply unfair that they produce more than the poor, and only receive

the same income. But Cohen argues that the same is true in D1, and Dl is considered to

be fair by all, i.e., by Barry. (Recall that Di is akin to the initial equal distribution that

Barry insists is primafacie just.) Therefore, if the talented have no reason to complain in

D1, then they have no reason to complain in D3.

Next, it might be thought that the work of the talented is more arduous, and

should therefore be rewarded with extra income. Now, Cohen agrees that labor burden

should be compensated, and argues that extra pay for labor burden does not result in any

inequalities. This is because labor burden is considered to be part of the overall

calculation in determining what constitutes an equal state of affairs. Cohen writes:

"'Where work is especially arduous, or stressful, higher remuneration is a

counterbalancing equalizer, on a sensible view of how to judge whether or not things are

equal."6e However, Cohen notes that in most cases, the talented cannot appeal to this

justification, since, "the work of the talented is not distinctively burdensome, but, on the

contrary, characteristically more congenial than the work of others is."70 In other words,

skilled jobs are generally more interesting, more rewarding, and more meaningful than

unskilled jobs. Therefore, most people in the talented group cannot use labor burden as a

legitimate justif,rcation for why they should eam ahigher income than everyone else.

Finally, Cohen considers that the talented simply cannot work harder for a lower

wage rate. In other words, the lack of incentive renders the human will incapable of

l1 C"nf, A. Cohen, "The Pareto Argument for Inequality ," p.173.to Ibid., p.173.
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making the efforts required to be more productive. But Cohen rejects this idea, because,

except for under special circumstances, he simply thinks it implausible that the talented

arc unable to work for less income.

Thus, Cohen concludes that the talented must be unwilling to work for a lower

wage. The problem is not that they can't workharder. Instead, it is that they don't want

to work harder. But again, because talent is arbitrary from a moral point of view, the

talented cannot adequately justify to the poor why they are not willing to work more for

less. Therefore, the unequal wage distribution is not justified. To summarize, if the

talented work harder, they will make everyone, (including themselves) better off. But

since they cannot claim credit for their talents, the talented rich cannot justi$ to the

untalented poor why they should receive more for their skilled work than the untalented

do. And similarly, the talented cannot justify why they should work less if their wage is

lowered. The talented do not have a legitimate reason to make the lives of the untalented

worse by working less or demanding more income.

3.4 Responses to Cohen

The problem with Cohen's objection to Barry and Rawls is that it gives unfair

preference to the untalented over the talented. It is not fair that the talented should have

to justify their unwillingness to work harder for a lower wage, while the untalented do not

have to justiff their desire to have more. To illustrate, imagine a society made up of two

people, Talented and Untalented.Ti Talented is incredibly talented while Untalented has

no talent at all. According to Cohen, Untalented can legitimately say to Talented: "You

fTalented] have no justification for working less and thereby making my life worse." In

tt From here on, Talented and Untalented will represent the greater groups ofthe talented and the
untalented respectively.
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other words, Untalented can legitimately claim that Talented ought to do something she

presumably does not want to do, viz., work harder. But now consider Talented's

response: "Why should I fTalented] work harder just so that you lUntalentedl can have

more?"72 In other words, Talented is trying to argue that Untalented ought to be content

with having less, something that Untalented does not want to do. The asymmetry is as

follows: Talented is obliged to do something she does not want to do for the benefit of

others, whereas Untalented is not. Cohen's position strikes an unfair imbalance between

what the talented and untalented owe to each other.

Cohen is likely to respond that the reason the talented owe something to the

untalented and not vice versa, is because the talented are more fortunate than the others to

start with. Because of this undeserved good fortune, (which the untalented do not enjoy)

the talented owe it to the others to make their lives as good as they can possibly be. Of

course, it may be objected that the reason the talented are considered to be fortunate is

because they can use their talents to eam a high income. Obviously that benefit would be

nullified if the talented had to share their eamings equally. But Cohen cites a different

reason for why the talented are considered fortunate. He writes that "the exercise of

talent is inherently rewarding."t3 In other words, by exercising their abilities, the talented

are getting more reward because of the intrinsic satisfaction associated with using their

abilities. On the other hand, the work of the unskilled is boring and unfulfilling.

Therefore, the talented are more fortunate even though they earn the same income as

i2 For the sake of argument, I will assume here that the basic needs, (food, shelter, access to healthcare,
etc.) of the untalented are already met. This evades arguments such as the untalented person's right to life
versus the talented person's right to work less. I do not think this is an unfair assumption to make since
Cohen does not indicate anywhere that what is at stake is a person's life if the talented decide to work less.
Though never specified, it seems that the argument is a matter of the untalented wanting to have more

ryaterial goods versus the talented wanting to work less.t' Gerry A. Cohen, "The Pareto Argumeni for Inequality," p. 176.
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everyone else. And again, this fortune is only due to morally arbitrary factors.

Therefore, the talented owe it to the untalented to make them as well-off as possible.

The problem with this response is that it severely restricts the occupational

choices that the talented have. In other words it is vulnerable to the slavery of the

talented objection.T4 To illustrate, consider once again Talented and Untalented.

Talented has the talent to be an accountant and earn lots of money to redistribute between

her and Untalented. If Talented chooses to be an accountant, her earnings would greatly

improve the life of Untalented. But Talented hates accounting. She finds it meaningless

and unfulfilling. She would rather be a philosopher and spend her time writing a book,

trying to answer life's most difficult questions. Talented would work just as hard, (if not

harder) at being a philosopher as she would an accountant, but her earnings as a

philosopher would be meager. Talented is unwilling to be an accountant unless she earns

a higher income. Of course under Cohen's regime, this would not be justified. But if

Talented decided to be a philosopher, Untalented's lot in life would not be improved

either. Thus, Cohen's argument against the talented would still apply. Untalented could

legitimately say: "You fTalented] have no justif,rcation for choosing a fulfilling

occupation and thereby making my life worse." Therefore, Talented is condemned to the

job that pays the most, even though she despises it. Talented is in effect a slave to her

7a The sløvery of the talented is a phrase most closely associated with Dworkin. See Ronald Dworkin,
"WhatisEquality?Part2: EqualityofResources," PhilosophyandPubticAffø¿rs, 10(1981):311-12.
Christofidis points out that the slavery ofthe talented should be re-named "severely restricted choice" of
the talented. She rightly claims that being a slave simpliciter differs greatly from being a slave to one's
talents. See Miriam Cohen Christofidis, "Talent, Slavery, and Envy, " in Dworkin and his Critics, ed.
Justine Burley (Malden MA: Blackwell Publishing,2004), p. 32. John Roemer makes a similar point. See
John E. Roemer, "Equality of Talent," Economics and Philosophy, 1 (1985): 1 5 1- I 88. While this seems
right, I maintain that the talented are treated unfairly. Presumably, severely restricting someone's choices
makes her worse off.
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own talents. On the other hand, Untalented can choose whatever occupation she is

qualified for. While it is true that Untalented may have fewer occupational choices

because of her lack of talent, she can nonetheless decide which one she would prefer

most. For example, Untalented enjoys the outdoors, so Untalented would be happier

being a dandelion-counter outside than a marble counter, which requires being indoors.

Even though marble counting pays slightly more than dandelion counting, Untalented has

the option to choose the occupation she prefers. She is not bound to the job that pays

best. Presumably, the talented would either prefer to work harder for a higher, unequal

wage, or work less if the wage is equal. Otherwise there would be no conflict to resolve.

But Cohen argues that since talent is morally arbitrary, the talented have no justification

for reaping the rewards of their talents, and getting more benef,rt than the untalented.

Following the same rationale, it seems that the talented have no legitimate reason for

choosing the occupation they prefer if it only benef,rts themselves, and not the untalented.

But if the talented are only justified in choosing an occupation that benefits the worst off,

and cannot legitimately choose the work that they prefer, then they are slaves to their

talents. This is particularly true in cases where the talented are restricted to choose jobs

that they despise for the benefits of others.

Cohen might respond that hatred of a job is considered to be a labor burden.

Therefore, if the talented despise their jobs, then compensation with a higher income is

legitimate.

But if labor burden can be used to justiff giving the talented a higher income in

cases where they hate their jobs, then we should consider what other factors make labor

burdensome to determine if there are other cases where the talented can legitimately use
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labor burden as a reason to demand more pay. For example, Cohen seems to suggest

that the number of hours worked is a function of labor burden. This is indicated in the

following passage:

Thus, suppose...people are of equal talent, fand] circumstantial constraints mean
that some work more hours than others, that all other things (including people's
utility functions) are equal, and that utility is a decreasing function of labor time.
Then no clearheaded egalitarian would approve of equal total weekly pay-ment,
whether or not...he should insist on (precisely) equal payment per hour.Ts

In other words, all things being equal, working longer hours negatively affects an

individual's utility, and should therefore be appropriately compensated with extra pay. If

extra pay for working the additional hours is legitimate, then working extra hours must be

a labor burden. V/ith this in mind, it is important to get a clearer view of what "working

harder" in D3 entails for the talented in order to determine if they have a legitimate

reason to demand more income. Cohen complains that Rawls and Barry do not give

enough detail about the initial, equal distribution. Therefore, he supplies us with some

assumptions about D1, D2 and D3. First, it is assumed that in D1, both the talented and

the untalented exert the same amount of work effort, but because the talented have more

skills, they produce more than the untalented. InDZ and D3, the talented exert more

work effort than the untalented, and consequently are much more productive than the

untalented, while the untalented continue to exert the same amount of effort as they do in

D1. 76 Now, Cohen does not specify whether the talented group's extra productivity in

D2 and D3 is the result of working longer hours, or simply working harder during the

regular hours. Presumably, it is a combination of both. But if the talented work longer

hours than the untalented, and working extra hours is a labor burden, then the talented

'_t-Gerry A. Cohen, "The Pareto Argument for Inequality," p.173.
t6Ibid., p.171.
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should be compensated with a higher income, as in D2. In Cohen's set up, the inequality

generated in D2 is merely apparent. Compensation for labor burden is perfectly

compatible with maintaining an egalitarian distribution. In D3, it seems reasonable to

assume that the talented work longer hours than the untalented do, but the talented do not

receive compensation for this labor burden. Therefore, theD2 wage rates are more

egalitarian than the D3 wage rates.

Cohen might respond that while the talented do have to work longer hours in D3

than the untalented, their extra work effort is not a legitimate labor burden. This is

because the fact remains that the work of the talented is more fulfilling and interesting

than the work of the untalented. Therefore, the talented do not have a legitimate

complaint that the extra hours spent working warrants earning a higher income than the

untalented earn.

While it is true that the work of the talented is typically more rewarding than the

work of the untalented, other factors must be considered in the overall labor burden

calculation. For one thing, most skilled jobs typically have more responsibility attached

to them. And more responsibility is often accompanied by more stress. For example, an

air traffic controller is responsible for the safety ofthousands ofair travelers each day, by

coordinating all of the incoming and outgoing air traffrc at a particular airport. She is

likely to experience more job related stress than someone who is unloading baggage from

the airplanes. Furthermore, it is well-known that increased stress is linked to health risks

such as high blood pressure and heart disease. Presumably then, increased stress is

considered to be a legitimate labor burden. Therefore, even though air traffic controlling

is more interesting work than luggage loading, the stress associated with the former
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makes working longer hours a labor burden. Generally, skilled jobs are more stressful

than unskilled jobs. Given the additional stress, it follows that the extra hours that the

talented must work to produce more should be considered a labor burden. Therefore, the

talented can legitimately demand more pay in D3.

Of course, Cohen may insist that the talented do not have to work longer hours to

produce significantly more than the untalented, and that the extra effort they exert during

the regular work hours does not constitute a labor burden. The only reason that the

talented produce more in D3 is because of their superior talents. And since talent is

morally arbitrary, the talented are not justified in demanding extra income. However,

since it is not obvious whether the talented group's work efforts do or do not constitute a

labor burden, I will no longer pwsue the objection here. The point is, if the talented must

work longer hours, or exert an extraneous amount of effort to achieve the productivity

levels of D2 and D3, then I maintain that the talented have a legitimate claim for a higher,

unequal income to compensate for labor burden.

To summarize, Cohen claims that the talented cannot justify to the

untalented why they should receive a higher income for harder work. I have argued that

this places an unfair demand on the talented. it restricts their occupational choices and

potentially requires them to work at jobs that they dislike, resulting in the slavery of the

talented. Furthermore, it is plausible that the extra productivity generated by the talented

inD? and D3 is a labor burden, in which case, a higher income is justified as

compensation. Cohen's objection to Rawls and Barry's argument for the difference

principle is untenable.

65



3.5 Strong Egalitarianism

Cohen's objection is specifically targeted against Rawls's argument for the

difference principle. He argues that inequalities are not justified,f anoption such as D3

is available, and is both Pareto-superior and equal. But Cohen does not hold the view

that equality trumps Pareto-superiority. As stated in chapter one, Cohen believes that the

proper aim of egalitarianism is to improve the lives of the least advantaged. Therefore,

he endorses Rawls and Barry's position in cases where equality and Pareto-superiority

cannot be reconciled.

But not everyone accepts the self-evidence of the claim that a change to a Pareto-

superior state of affairs is a change for the better, (I will refer to this as the Pareto claim).

For example, Patrick Shaw criticizes Cohen on the grounds that he unquestioningly

considers the move from D1 toD2 to be an improvement in the absence of D3.77 Shaw

proceeds to challenge the self-evidence of the Pareto claim. In the following section, I

will examine arguments that are aimed at challenging the Pareto principle in general,

rather than being specifically aimed at Rawls's difference principle. Basically, the

arguments' aim is to discredit the self-evidence of the Pareto claim by demonstrating that

making everybody better off is not all that matters: other values such as equality,

freedom, justice, etc. matter just as much, if not more. Specif,rcally, strong egalitarians

such as TemkinTs and Shaw argue that equality has intrinsic value. Derek Parfit

characterizes the strong egalitarian view as follows:

These people do not believe that the avoidance of inequality always matters most.
But they regard inequality as a great evil. On their view, a move to inequality can

77 Patrick Shaw, "The Pareto Argument and Inequality," The Philosophical Quørterly,49 (1999):358.
" Larry Temkin, "Equality, nrioiiry or What?" p. 63.
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make an outcome worse, even when this outcome would be better for everyone.
Those who hold this view we can call Strong Egalitarians.Te

In other words, strong egalitarians think that other things besides equality matter as well.

Therefore, they are not bound to the unpalatable view that people's eyes should be poked

out to make everyone equally blind. Nonetheless, they do argue that equality has

intrinsic value and its realization is sometimes more important than merely making

everyone better off. I will object to this view and maintain that equality is only

instrumentally valuable as a means to improve poor people's lives.

Here is a standard example designed to show that equality sometimes matters

more than everybody being better off. I will call itthe Equality Matters example.

Suppose that there are only two groups of people, the rich and the poor. In world A,

there is one rich person who has one million unitsso and99 poor people who have only

100 units. In world B, everybody has 99 units. In world A, the distribution is vastly

unequal, and it cannot be stipulated that the one rich person may improve the lives of the

99 others with her enorrnous number of units. It has already been determined that the

poor people only have 100 units. In world B, the poor people have marginally fewer

units, and of course the one rich person has substantially fewer units, but everybody has

equal amounts. Even though world A is strongly Pareto-superior, many would agree with

the Strong Egalitarian that world B is better.

3.6 The Levelling Down Objection

The most common objection to strong egalitarianism is known as the Levelling

Down Objection. The proponent of the Levelling Down Objection argues that if
7e Derek Parfit, "Equality and Priorify," p. 2l B.

'" The units can stand for whatever one's theory ofthe good entails, e.g., welfare, resources, etc.
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inequality is intrinsically bad, then the removal of inequalities must be at least in one

way, a change for the better. For example, the strong egalitarian must convince us that a

world in which the eyes of the sighted are removed to make them equal with the blind is

at least in one way better than a world in which the sighted retain their vision. Now,

since most strong egalitarians care about other ideals such as justice, freedom, etc. as

well, they can maintain that all things considered, an equal world where everyone is made

blind is not better than one where some are sighted. Nonetheless, the strong egalitarian

must remain firm that at least in one way, that is, in terms of equality, the blind world is

better. Temkin reflects this view in the following passage:

I, fot one, believe that inequality is bad. But doI really think there is some
respect in which a world where only some are blind is worse than one where all
are? Yes. Does this mean I think it would be better if we blinded everybody?
No. Equality is not all that matters.sr

The problem is that for those like myself, who are convinced that equality is only

instrumentally valuable, it does not seem that the blind world is in any way better. This

is because some have been made worse off, (namely, the sighted) and nobody has been

made better off. In other words, nobody's life is improved in the blind world. Therefore,

following the Levelling Down Objection, equality is not intrinsically valuable, since,

again, the removal of inequalities in the blind world does not make it a better world in

any way.

tt Larry Temkin, Inequality, p. 282.
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3.7 The Slogan

Temkin would respond that my view implicitly depends on what he calls The

Slogan being true. But, as Temkin claims, "the Slogan can, and should, be challenged."s2

The Slogan is as follows:

One situati on cannot be worse (or better) than another if there is no one for whom
it ¡s worse (or better).83

In other words, how people fare in competing outcomes is the sole criterion for judging

which outcome is better (or worse). Outcomes themselves are not good or bad. Rather,

they are good or bad in virtue of how they affect people. Since I claim that the blind

world is in no way better because it is not better for anyone, I implicitly appeal to the

Slogan. Furthermore, Temkin points out that a variety of views, including Rawls's

difference principle, and arguments for Pareto claims, also depend upon the Slogan being

true. However, Temkin challenges the Slogan with examples designed to demonstrate

that other ideals, besides how people fare, matter just as much, and sometimes more.

3.8 Objections to the Slogan

One such example is that of the saints and the sinners. In world A, those who

have lived a sinful life on Earth are punished with a miserable afterlife. Conversely,

those who have lived a saintly life on Earth are rewarded with a blissful afterlife. In

world B, both the saints and the sirurers have a blissful afterlife. Furthermore, the sinners

actually end up with an even more blissful afterlife than the saints enjoy. In world B, no

one is worse off than in world A. To make this clear, Temkin stipulates that the saints are

unaware of how the sinners are faring. Also, our reactions as observers on Earth are not

t'rbid., p.249.
t'Ibid., p.249.
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included in the state of affairs of world B. In short, everybody is better off in world B.

Accordingly, if the Slogan is right, we should judge world B to be the better world.

However, as Temkin points out:

Most would f,rnd this hard to accept. They believe there would be something
morally bad about the evilest mass murderers faring better than the most benign
saints, even if there was no one for whom it was worse.84

The example sets proportional justice in opposition to the Slogan. Since most people find

it morally repugnant that the sinners enjoy a better afterlife than the saints, we are to

believe that proportional justice has intrinsic value beyond how it affects people's lives.

Furthermore, Temkin claims that analogous arguments could be made about any ideal,

including equality.8s According to Temkin, how people fare is not the only thing that

matters when judging outcomes.

In a similar fashion, Patrick Shaw challenges the Pareto principle. Shaw claims

that the familiar counter-examples used against classical act utilitarianism can also be

raised against the Pareto principle. His example is as follows:

Unknown to Angela, her unscrupulous uncle has died and she stands to inherit
enorrnous wealth. Knowing that Angela would immediately destroy the bequest
because she disapproves of the life her uncle led, and knowing also that there is
no risk that his actions will come to light, Angela's lawyer surreptitiously diverts
the whole bequest to a cause from which everyone benefits. Since everyone
benefits, we apparently have a change in accordance with fPareto-superior]...Yet
many would claim that what the lawyer did was fraud, even if well intentioned
fraud. The lawyer had no right to dispose of Angela's inheritance in this way.86

Once again, nobody is worse off as a result of the lawyer's deception, but many people

would agree that the lawyer committed a wrong act. The example is intended to

demonstrate that not being deceived, i.e., not being told the truth, is valuable beyond the

to Ibid., p.260.
85Ibid., p.261.
86 Patrick Shaw, "The Pareto Argument and Inequalify," p.362.
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accompanying effects it has on people. It is unacceptable that Angela is deceived, even if

the deception results in everyone being better off. Therefore, Shaw claims that other

values are sometimes more important than attaining Pareto-superiority.

To summarize briefly, both Shaw and Temkin's examples attempt to discredit the

Pareto principle and the Slogan respectively. They argue that other ideals such as

truthfulness and proportional justice are valuable regardless of the effects they have on

people. And Temkin claims that if we agree that proportional justice has value beyond

how it affects people, then we must also consider that other values are intrinsically

valuable. He makes this point in the following passage:

So among those who reject the Slogan...would be the proponents of proportional
justice, equality, freedom, autonomy, virtue, duty, and even maximizing total
average utility. This does not mean, of course, that one should care about each of
these ideals. No positive argument has been offered in support of them. But
unless one is willing to reject them all, one cannot reject any merely because it
entails that one situation could be worse than another though it is not worse for
the quality of anyone's conscious states. Other reasons must be found to oppose
the ideals one finds implausible.sT

In other words, unless we have an independent argument that gives us reason to care

about one ideal, and not the others, we must be either willing to accept that all of the

ideals are intrinsically valuable, or that none of them are. Therefore, without additional

argument, if we are moved by Temkin's example, and agree that proportional justice is

intrinsically valuable, we must, at least for now, agreethat equality also has intrinsic

value.

t' Larry Temkin, Inequality, pp. 261-62.
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3.9 Responses to Shaw and Temkin?

The problem with the above examples is that they trick our intuitions. And if we

suspect that our intuitions have been tampered with, then we should be suspicious of the

conclusions they yield. It is hard to think about either case without, at least briefly,

considering some further negative consequences that might result. For example, in the

case of Angela, we might consider that if her lawyer deceives her once, he is likely to do

it again, or do it to others. In Temkin's example, we think that world B is worse because

it is unfair to the saints, even though the saints are unaware of the sinner's quality of

afterlife. But typically, if we think something is unfair for someone, it is because we

assume they are worse off as a result. Although both examples clearly stipulate that no

one is worse off,, our intuitions are tarnished, because we are habituated to think that

somebody must be harmed by being deceived, or by justice not being served. Similarly,

in the Equality Matters example, we cannot help but think that the one extremely rich

individual has so much power over everyone that she is liable to abuse it and will

consequently harm others. Furthermore, we likely assume that the poor will be plagued

with envy, and generally, envy negatively affects a person's well-being. We are raised

and trained to think that certain ideals such as freedom, truth, justice, etc. are good for

people. The way we learn about these abstract notions is by examples of how they affect

people. For example, we learn about the value of freedom by comparing the life of a

slave to the life of someone who is free and has unlimited opportunities. We learn about

the value of truth through countless anecdotes in which the cheaters in life end up losing

everything. We leam that inequality is bad through examples of the poor violently

revolting against the powerful and corrupt rich. Our moral education makes it nearly
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impossible for us to imagine cases where upstanding values have been breached without

implicitly assuming that someone is worse off as a result. The examples provided by

Shaw and Temkin do not conclusively demonstrate that certain ideals are intrinsically

good beyond the well-being they promote. Rather, they merely trick our intuitions into

making us think that this is the case. We cannot help but associate ideals such as truth,

justice, equality, etc., without considering how they affect people. Neither Temkin's nor

Shaw's example successfully show that ideals other than welfare matter. Therefore,

following Temkin's rationale that without additional argument, ideals are an all or

nothing package, neither of the examples demonstrates that equality has intrinsic value.

The problem with my above objection is that I have not provided any additional

argument to demonstrate that welfare has intrinsic value. In other words, I am claiming

that we cannot trust intuition pumps to demonstrate that ideals such as equality have

intrinsic value. And to my knowledge, no other types of arguments have been

successfully made to prove that ideals have intrinsic value.88 Yet, I have been assuming,

without argument, that welfare is intrinsically valuable. The point is best brought out by

McKerlie in the following passage:

The fstrong egalitarian] claims that inequality is itself something that is bad.
Suppose the claim is true. If it is true, there is no reason to think we will be able
to explain the badness of inequality in terms of the badness of other things, or in
terms of some other value that is not a matter of badness, any more than that we
can explain why suffering is bad in that way. There is no obvious reason for
saying that the claim that inequality is bad must be supported by an argument
while the claim that suffering is bad does not require support.se

tt Robert Shaver pointed this out to me in an email.
8e Dennis McKerlie, "Equality," Ethics, 106 (1996):277 .
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In short, McKerlie contends that if arguments supporting the intrinsic value of equality

are demanded, then the same requirements should apply to claims that welfare is

intrinsically valuable.

The dilemma is this. I am not convinced by the examples designed to show that

equality is intrinsically valuable. And most likely, the strong egalitarian is not persuaded

by my claim that our intuitions are tricked by such examples. If our intuitions clash at

this basic level, and no additional argument is available, then it seems that there is no

point in continuing the debate. So I will leave the debate here. Perhaps I have convinced

those who, until now, were undecided about the value of equality. However, I have

failed to give the strong egalitarian a persuasive argument for why she should change her

view. And likewise, the strong egalitarian has failed to give me reason to change my

views. Therefore, I maintain that equality does not have intrinsic value. My only hope is

that the strong egalitarian will consider that some inequalities are indeed justified if the

accompanying increase in welfare to the least advantaged is substantial enough. The

blind world example illustrates that the strong egalitarian is willing to allow other ideals

to trump equality. That is why she does not think that all things considered, i.e., all ideals

considered, including welfare, we should poke out the eyes of the sighted. And if the

gains in welfare made by abandoning equality are substantial enough, perhaps there are

cases where the strong egalitarian would agree that an unequal, but strongly Pareto-

superior state ofaffairs is better than an equal state ofaffairs.

3.10 Summary

In this chapter, I have argued that equality is only instrumentally useful as a

means to improve the lives of the least advantaged. Therefore, if it is unequal
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distributions that achieve this result, then they are legitimate. Accordingly, I defended

Rawls's view that distributions are just when they abide by the Difference Principle.

First, I responded to Cohen's challenge that Rawls and Barry's argument for the

Difference Principle is inconsistent by arguing that Cohen's solution is vulnerable to

enslaving the talented, since the extra effort made by the talented could legitimately

constitute a labor burden. Next, I considered the Strong Egalitarian view that equality is

intrinsically valuable. Therefore, contrary to the Slogan, people's well-being is not the

only thing that should be considered when judging a state of affairs. Both Temkin and

Shaw provide counter-examples designed to support this view, but I argued that their

examples only mix up our intuitions. Once we see this, it becomes less obvious that our

intuition proves that other values besides how people fare have intrinsic value. However,

the argument is not adequate to persuade the strong egalitarian to abandon her firm

intuition that equality ls intrinsically valuable. Therefore I ended the debate where our

intuitions disagree, but continue to hold that equality is only useful as a means to improve

the lives of the impoverished. My intuition stands firm that equality is not intrinsically

valuable.

Conclusion

My goal has been to show that we ought to redistribute wealth and income to

improve the lives of the worse-off. It is an egalitarian aim, because the worse-off are

characterized by how they fare relative to others, and distributing income and wealth

more equally is a means to achieve my goal. First, I considered the desert theorist's

claim that unequal distributions are justified if they are deserved. However, I rejected
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desert theory on the ground that desert claims are based on morally arbitrary factors.

Since we do not normally think that unequal distributions are legitimate if they are based

on morally arbitrary features, it follows that desert claims do not legitimize unequal

distributions. Next, I considered incentive arguments, which claim to improve the lives

of the disadvantaged by allowing unequal distributions. I argued that inequalities are

justified if they benefit the least advantaged. Again, my concern is to alleviate extreme

poverty. I think that this is the proper egalitarian aim. I see no reason to think that

equality itself has value. Therefore, both equal and unequal distributions are legitimate if

the result is that the lives of the impoverished are improved.
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