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Preface

This book expounds luck egalitarianism in some detail. Roughly, and at a very abstract level, the view holds that it is unjust for some to be worse off than others through bad luck. However, to the extent that they are worse off than others but not through bad luck their disadvantaged position might not be unjust.

These simple thoughts have occupied the centre stage in many discussions in political philosophy/theory generally, and in academic discussions about distributive justice specifically, since the American philosopher and legal theorist Ronald Dworkin’s two seminal articles – both entitled ‘Equality of What?’ – appeared in Philosophy & Public Affairs in 1981. On one influential interpretation, Dworkin’s main aim there was to argue that, setting aside differences in exercise of responsibility and various special circumstances, people should be equal in terms of resources, not in terms of welfare. Moreover, in these two articles Dworkin showed how egalitarianism could incorporate ‘within it the most powerful idea in the arsenal of the anti-egalitarian Right: the idea of choice of responsibility’ (Cohen 2011: 32). This has served as inspiration for a large number of theorists since then.

While Dworkin’s articles sparked an unprecedented interest in luck egalitarianism itself (e.g. Arneson 1989, 1999; Cohen 2011; Nagel 1991; Rakowski 1991; Roemer 1993, 2000; Temkin 1993; Vallentyne 2002; van Parijs 1991, 1995) as well as in applying it to various practical issues such as health care, climate change and cultural minority rights (e.g. Segall 2009; Norheim and Cappellen 2005; Lippert-Rasmussen 2014b, 2012a, 2009; Kymlicka 1991), the view has important roots in Rawlsian ideas about social and natural lotteries.

In A Theory of Justice Rawls contended that which family one happens to be born into – a rich or a poor one – and whether one is born with the natural potential for developing great marketable skills is a matter of luck. These facts are to be seen, metaphorically speaking, as outcomes of the so-called social and natural lotteries, respectively. One is neither responsible for, nor deserves, one’s starting point in life. Moreover, Rawls thought that some societies, e.g. ones in which mere formal equality of opportunity prevails in that ‘all have at least the same legal rights to all advantaged social positions’ (Rawls 1971: 72), but in which no steps are taken to eliminate difference resulting from differential outcomes in the social and natural lotteries, are unjust. They are unjust because they permit ‘distributive shares to be improperly influenced by’ the outcomes of these lotteries (Rawls 1971: 72). Further back in the history of philosophy, there are affinities between luck egalitarians’ insistence that justice is unconditioned by luck and Kant’s rejection of the idea that morality is conditioned by luck (Kant 2002).

While luck egalitarianism remains a very influential theory of distributive justice, in recent years an egalitarian contestant has appeared and steadily grown stronger. Presently, many egalitarians reject luck egalitarianism in favour of social relations egalitarianism. Like luck egalitarianism, it sees itself as egalitarian, but, unlike luck egalitarianism, it has no objections to differential luck as such. Rather, it claims that justice requires that citizens be able to relate to one another as equals. One core claim of this book is that not only is the ideal of equality of social relations still to be stated perspicuously, but most of the concerns social relations egalitarians accuse luck egalitarians of being blind to can be accommodated within luck egalitarianism. In any case, one might think that justice is concerned with luck as well as with equal social standing. Indeed, having a lesser social standing through bad luck can be seen as an injustice by luck egalitarians.

This book does not offer a comprehensive treatment of luck egalitarianism, but it covers the main issues raised by the view. It is written as an advanced introduction to its topic, which is accessible to third-year BA students. (That is why, in the interest of accessibility, this book contains no footnotes or endnotes!) However, it also contains a number of novel ideas and claims. For instance, I provide an account of the presumption in favour of equality that connects with a particular and novel answer to the ‘Equality of what?’ question.

Chapter 1 introduces a core definition of luck egalitarianism. It surveys the views of three influential luck egalitarians – to wit, Ronald Dworkin, G. A. Cohen and Richard Arneson – and, using this presentation as a springboard, introduces some of the main issues that I return to in later chapters. In the closing section, the chapter contrasts luck egalitarianism with other distributive principles, e.g. utilitarianism, prioritarianism, sufficientarianism and Rawls’ difference principle.

Chapter 2 explores the equality component in luck egalitarianism. By this I mean the commitment of luck egalitarians to an equal distribution – as opposed to one that, say, maximizes moral value or leaves everyone with enough – in the absence of non-luck-based justifications of deviations from equality. I argue that this presumption of equality among persons with an equal moral standing is justified by the fact that people have the same capacity to care non-instrumentally about things in a way that is distinctive of persons, e.g. in a way that involves a plan of life or at least planning over extended periods of time.

Chapter 3 clarifies the luck component of luck egalitarianism. Because luck egalitarians ascribe significance to whether inequality results from luck, it is crucial for them to say something about how we distinguish luck from non-luck. The chapter surveys some of the main contenders – e.g. the view that foreseen results of choices do not constitute luck, while other results do. It argues that a desert-based notion of luck is the one that is most relevant from a luck egalitarian point of view.

Chapter 4 turns to the question of in what terms people should be equal. It critically assesses welfare, resource and capability metrics and proposes equality of satisfaction of individuals’ reasonable non-instrumental concerns as a new and superior metric. It is superior because it fits well with the so-called anti-fetishist argument, which many participants in the ‘Equality of what?’ discussion accept, as well as with the justification of the equality component in luck egalitarianism offered in Chapter 2.

Chapter 5 distinguishes between two main forms of luck egalitarianism: telic and deontic. Roughly, the former focuses on the injustice of unequal distributions, whereas the latter focuses on unequal treatment and has no concern for unequal distributions as such. The chapter argues that the distinction is less significant than is often assumed. For instance, while the chapter ultimately defends luck egalitarianism against the levelling down objection – the objection that, as an egalitarian, one has to say, implausibly, that there is something good about levelling down even if no individual is better off in any way as a result – it also argues that telic and deontic egalitarianism are equally vulnerable to the objection.

Chapter 6 addresses various issues in relation to the scope of luck egalitarianism. It defends the view that luck egalitarianism is concerned with inequalities between individuals who have the distinctive kind of non-instrumental concerns described in Chapter 2, wherever and whenever they exist. So, to use a label prevalent in the literature, I defend cosmopolitan luck egalitarianism. I also argue in favour of the view that inequalities between segments of different people’s lives are irrelevant from a luck egalitarian point of view, at least if we set aside reductionism about personal identity.

Chapter 7 defends luck egalitarianism against the challenge from social relations egalitarianism. Among other things, it argues that luck egalitarianism can accommodate a concern for equality of equal standing. The chapter also returns to the issue of whether pure natural inequalities, i.e. inequalities that have come into existence without human agency and cannot be eliminated through human agency, can be unjust – a topic that is often thought to separate deontic from telic egalitarians.

Chapter 8 looks at various values, e.g. freedom and community that might, and are often said to, conflict with luck egalitarian justice such that we might have to trade them off against equality. It argues that some, but not all, of these conflicts are real, but that this does not detract from the plausibility of luck egalitarianism. The chapter ends with some meta-reflections on value pluralism and on whether luck egalitarians and their critics simply use the term ‘justice’ in different ways – a view which I reject.

As might have become apparent at this point, this book is sympathetic to luck egalitarianism and offers responses to some of the main challenges facing it. However, I will not pretend that the theory or, for that matter, the particular brand of luck egalitarianism defended here is uncontroversial or that the way in which I have tried to motivate luck egalitarianism settles the matter in favour of it. Still, in my view luck egalitarianism remains a strong candidate for a plausible theory of distributive justice and this book is an attempt to show why. Inevitably, one must hope for a bit of luck in such an endeavour!


1

Luck egalitarianism and some close and distant relatives

1.1. Introduction

In this chapter, I first offer and explain a preliminary definition of luck egalitarianism (Section 1.2). Then, in Section 1.3, I say something about what makes luck egalitarianism a plausible view of distributive justice. Sections 1.4 to 1.6 present the views of three of the most influential luck egalitarians: Ronald Dworkin, G. A. Cohen and Richard J. Arneson. Section 1.7 contrasts luck egalitarianism with competing distributive principles.

1.2. What is luck egalitarianism?

Since this book is about luck egalitarianism, it is appropriate to start with a preliminary definition of the view – a definition which I will qualify later (e.g. Section 5.5). Initially, however, simplicity is an important virtue. So here is the claim, which I take to be such that to be luck egalitarian one has to affirm it, and if one does, then one is luck egalitarian:

(1) It is unjust if some people are worse off than others through their bad luck. (cf. Cohen 2008: 300; Elford 2013; Scheffler 2003a: 5; Lippert-Rasmussen 2006)

Call this the core luck egalitarian claim. To get a better grasp of it, consider the following two illustrations of the sort of situations that (1) condemns as unjust. In the bad old days of Apartheid most black South Africans were much worse off than most white South Africans. This was so, not because black South Africans were less hard-working than white South Africans or anything of that sort. It was so simply due to the fact that, under Apartheid, South Africans lived in a society in which being born black meant being subjected to all sorts of unjust restrictions and, thus, facing much worse prospects than one’s white fellow citizens. While being born black is not in itself an instance of bad luck, under Apartheid it was an instance thereof.

Second, in the bad present days, being born with genes that result in one’s suffering from a severe disability renders it likely that one will be worse off than other people who have no such condition. No one has chosen his or her genes. Accordingly, being worse off as a result of a genetically caused disability seems like a paradigm case of being worse off as a result of bad luck and, thus, like racist inequalities in South Africa under Apartheid, a paradigm of injustice according to luck egalitarianism.

The core luck egalitarian claim makes it straightforwardly intelligible why luck egalitarianism is called ‘luck egalitarianism’. First, if some people are worse off than others, then inequalities exist. And if inequalities exist, then some people are worse off than others. Hence, it is easy to see that luck egalitarianism is an egalitarian view. Second, it is also clear why the view is a ‘luckist’ one. Luck egalitarians object to some people being worse off than others through their bad luck. They do not, qua luck egalitarians, object to people being worse off than others, when their so being is not the result of their bad luck. Hence, if I freely choose to be worse off than others, say, because I want to spend most of my income on protecting a certain endangered species of flower (cf. Section 4.7), then the core luck egalitarian claim does not condemn the resulting inequality.

Despite the pedagogical advantage just mentioned, the core luck egalitarian claim is not, I hasten to say, one that everyone who is seen as a luck egalitarian accepts. Political philosophers who have been most influential in discussions of luck egalitarianism – whether as proponents or opponents of luck egalitarianism – have offered different formulations and later I will discuss how these formulations relate to the definition I have given. For the moment and before I complicate the picture, I want to expound some important features of the core luck egalitarian claim.

First, luck egalitarianism is a view about justice. It is not a view about moral goodness as such, or a view about moral permissibility, all things considered. On many people’s view, justice is one factor among others that determine overall moral goodness and moral permissibility, all things considered, but it is not the only one. For instance, some people think that welfare is another factor, which co-determines moral goodness and moral permissibility. These people might think, say, that a state of affairs where no one is worse off than others through their bad luck is worse than a state of affairs where some people are worse off than others through their bad luck, if people have higher welfare in the latter state of affairs. Similarly, most people think that there is a deontological moral constraint against killing innocent people. Luck egalitarians might consistently think that it would be impermissible to kill all better-off persons, even if that would bring it about that no one is worse off than others through their bad luck. In short: luck egalitarianism is a claim about justice, not a complete theory about moral goodness or moral permissibility.

Second, while luck egalitarianism is a claim about justice, it does not even claim to be a complete theory of justice. Luck egalitarianism simply states a sufficient condition for a distribution to be unjust. Hence, it is open for luck egalitarians to say that something could be unjust for reasons other than that some people are worse off than others through bad luck. So, for instance, as a luck egalitarian you can think that exploitation is inherently unjust and, thus, unjust even if the exploited, worse-off person is not exploited as a matter of bad luck, e.g. if the exploited person freely has chosen to enter into the exploitative relationship. Also, luck egalitarians might think that certain acts are unjust independently of how they affect distributions. G. A. Cohen, to whom I return in Section 1.6 below, subscribes to something very much like the core luck egalitarian claim. Yet he also contends that the kind of anti-Semitic, Montreal racism that he experienced in his childhood was unjust independently of whether it resulted in Montreal Jews being worse off through bad luck – as a matter of fact, it did not harm them much, he thinks (Cohen 2008: 367). In short: while luck egalitarianism is a view about justice, it is not a complete view of justice, where a complete view is one that, for any act or distribution, either implies that it, i.e. the act or the distribution, is or is not just, all things considered.

Third, luck egalitarianism, as I have stated it, is silent on when it is just that people are equally well off. To see that this is not an insignificant point, suppose that Anna and Bruce each live on separate small islands in the South Pacific. Anna is hard-working and Bruce is not. When harvest time comes and, unlike Bruce, Anna stands to enjoy a plentiful harvest, by sheer good fortune (from Bruce’s point of view) a big tuna washes ashore on Bruce’s island such that, despite Anna’s much greater efforts, Bruce ends up as well off as Anna through his good luck. There are reasons why one might think that luck egalitarianism should say something about the injustice of someone’s being as well off as others through luck in this way (Cohen 2011: 116–23; cf. Segall 2012; Albertsen and Midtgaard 2014). One such reason is that one’s account of why it is unjust for some to be worse off than others through their bad luck commits one to the view that it is unjust for some to be as well off as others through good luck, e.g. because the account is grounded in fairness. However, this is not implied by the core luck egalitarian claim, so in this respect also it is an incomplete view about justice.

Fourth, the core luck egalitarian claim does not say that it is unjust if some are better off than others through their good luck. Some might doubt the significance of this point on the ground that if some are better off than others through good luck, this entails that some are worse off than others through bad luck. However, at least on some accounts of luck this entailment does not hold. Suppose we both have $100. For the price of $100 I am offered a very attractive gamble that gives me 50 per cent chance of $500 and 50 per cent chance of $50. I accept the lottery and win. You are offered $400 for nothing, decline the offer, and donate $50 to a charity devoted to the preservation of endangered species of flowers, ending up with $50. You are now worse off than me, but, arguably, you are not worse off than me as a result of your bad luck. After all, you were offered $400 for nothing and declined the offer, which would have left you as well off as me. However, in part through my good luck I am better off than you are, since there was a significant risk that my gamble would result in my ending up with $50 only. Hence, the putative entailment does not hold (Lippert-Rasmussen 2005; cf. Section 3.10).

Fifth, luck egalitarianism is an essentially comparative view of justice. That is, justice inheres in relations between people and not in how people are situated independently of one another. To see what this comes down to, compare luck egalitarianism with a non-comparative view of justice according to which justice is that everyone gets her due, where one’s due is determined by one’s level of moral deservingness, and where one’s level of moral deservingness is determined solely by one’s level of efforts directed at doing the morally right thing. Suppose that on this view you are due more than I am due. Suppose also that while I get exactly what I am due, you get more than what you are due. On the present account, it is unjust that you get more than you are due. But, unlike luck egalitarianism, this non-comparative view implies that there is nothing unjust about your having more than I have relative to what each of us is due. This reflects the fact that this view is non-comparative.

Sixth, the present formulation of luck egalitarianism leaves entirely open what it is to be worse off through one’s bad luck. Above I referred to some paradigmatic cases of people being worse or better off through luck – e.g. a person who expectedly enjoys the good fortune of a tuna washing ashore – but these examples leave open what exactly makes these cases of luck. I shall return to this matter in Chapter 3. For present purposes it suffices to distinguish between choice- and
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