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Egalitarianism
Dennis McKerlie

Egalitarianism has a shorter history than most other moral views. This is under-

standable given that past societies were averse to egalitarian values. However, egali-

tarianism has become a strong force in moral philosophy in the past 50 years. It is 

not an exaggeration to say that its prominence is due to the work of John Rawls and 

his book A Theory of Justice (1971; see rawls, john). Most contemporary egalitarian 

writers disagree with some aspects of Rawls’ theory, but they have all been influ-

enced by him. It is also striking that many distinguished moral philosophers are 

egalitarians, or at least have some sympathy for such a view. A short list would 

include Ronald Dworkin, Thomas Nagel, Amartya Sen, Thomas Scanlon, Derek 

Parfit, Larry Temkin, and G. A. Cohen. Many other names could be added to the list.

Egalitarianism is not a complete moral theory on its own. It proposes a principle 

which might be included in a broader moral theory that is not only concerned with 

equality (see equality). There are many different kinds of equality, and many ver-

sions of egalitarianism. I will discuss one kind of egalitarian view that claims that 

there should be equality in the conditions of people’s lives. The vagueness in this 

characterization of the view will be made clearer later.

Arguments for Egalitarianism

Why should we become egalitarians? Some writers give explicit arguments for 

 egalitarianism. The best-known argument appeals to contractualism (see contrac-

tualism; social contract). It uses a higher-level value to support a first-order 

normative claim. According to the argument, if people under the appropriate 

 conditions would agree in choosing egalitarian values this shows that egalitarian 

values are correct. The argument also imposes conditions on people’s choices that 

are designed to reveal what justice really is. Some influential writers think the 

 argument succeeds, including Rawls and to some extent Thomas Scanlon (1998). 

Others think the argument fails, either because people would not agree in choosing 

egalitarian values or because the conditions imposed on the choice bias the result.

This argument tries to find a foundation for egalitarianism at a deep and abstract 

level in moral theory. Some other arguments are equally ambitious.

Some writers think that at a very high level of generality morality itself requires a 

kind of equality. The idea is that morality applies in the same way to everyone. This 

idea is sometimes called “moral equality.” The argument claims that moral equality 

requires the kind of equality that I am writing about, equality in the conditions of 

people’s lives. Ronald Dworkin has advanced such an argument. But this argument 

seems close to begging the question. Moral equality can be interpreted in many 
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ways, as Thomas Nagel (1979) has pointed out. We need another argument to show 

why the notion of moral equality specifically does require substantive equality in the 

conditions of people’s lives.

Another argument for egalitarianism, the argument from the separateness of 

 persons, is less abstract. This argument is due to Rawls. It starts from the thought 

that each person has his own life, and his disadvantages cannot be compensated for 

by benefits that are enjoyed by other people. In virtue of this he is entitled to sub-

stantial equality with other people. This idea runs deep in egalitarianism. But it 

seems to be an assertion of egalitarianism, not a reason that supports it. If someone 

distributes goods in a utilitarian way rather than in an egalitarian way it is not clear 

that we can accuse him of not respecting the fact that each person lives a unique life.

Another way of arguing for egalitarianism appeals to our intuitive moral judg-

ments. The claim is that if we compare and assess those judgments we will arrive at 

an  egalitarian view. Many egalitarian philosophers themselves feel those judgments 

very strongly, especially when they are faced by extreme inequality. There is reason 

to think that ordinary people share at least some of these intuitions. However, it 

seems that ordinary people do not feel the intuitions nearly as strongly as egalitarian 

moral philosophers do. It seems they would not agree with the very strong principles 

philosophers propose. Of course an appeal to intuitions will not persuade those who 

attach no probative force, or very little force, to intuitive judgments. It might not be 

surprising that it is difficult to provide arguments for egalitarianism. Many people 

believe that equality is valuable for its own sake. They will think that it is a good 

thing in itself if there is less inequality. So they will think that equality does not need 

to be supported by some other value distinct from equality itself. They will think it 

is a mistake to look for arguments for equality.

The Egalitarian Principle

Like most other moral views egalitarianism should be expressed by a small number 

of principles, or even one principle. In the case of egalitarianism there are three 

 serious contenders for being the fundamental principle. The most obvious one is a 

principle concerned with equality, which explains the name “egalitarian.” I will call 

this principle the “equality view.” The two other candidates are the “priority view” 

and the “sufficiency view.” In explaining these views I will assume that the principles 

are concerned with well-being, although this assumption will be questioned later. 

Rawls’ difference principle says that the worst-off group should be made as well off 

as possible (see difference principle). But this gives absolute priority to the very 

worst-off group even if we could help other badly off people much more, and it does 

not take numbers of people into account.

Some writers think that only a view that concerns equality itself should be called 

egalitarian. However, I will use that term to include all three views.

The equality view tells us to minimize inequality. This leaves us with many more 

questions to answer before we can specify the view. The most straightforward 

approach would be to devise a way of measuring the total amount of inequality in an 
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outcome. This is the approach taken by Larry Temkin (1993). There are other 

approaches, for example, Dworkin’s (2000) view that there is equality when no one 

envies another person’s share of goods. Temkin compares the well-being of the 

 individuals in the outcome to decide how much inequality there is. His method has 

connections with economic measures of inequality although they are not the same. 

An increase in inequality makes an outcome worse; a decrease in inequality makes 

an outcome better.

The strongest objection to the equality view is the leveling down objection, 

 discussed by Larry Temkin (1993) and Derek Parfit (2002). We can make people equal 

in two different ways: by making badly off people better off, or by making well off 

people worse off. Sometimes we will only be able to create equality by making some 

people worse off even if this does not benefit anyone. Critics of the equality view claim 

that it must say that we should level down in this way, and they think that this is obvi-

ously wrong. How can it be right to harm one person if this does not help anyone?

The equality view can be defended in different ways. We may find a version of the 

equality view that would never level down, even though this seems unlikely. Leveling 

down can be seen as a good thing in at least one respect, even if it would never be 

right to level down all things considered. So the equality view cannot be dismissed; 

it can still be part of an egalitarian theory even if it is always wrong to level down.

Temkin takes a stronger line and holds that leveling down can be right. If we think 

that equality has value in its own right it is hard to see why we must believe that this 

value can never count for more than the value contributed by well-being.

The second candidate for being the fundamental principle of egalitarianism is the 

priority view. This view was developed by Larry Temkin and Derek Parfit. It is very 

different from the equality view, although they will often reach the same conclu-

sions. The equality view is comparative; it is concerned with the relationship between 

different lives and registering whether the lives are better or worse than one another. 

The priority view is not relational. The priority view is concerned with the absolute 

level of well-being of people’s lives, not with how a person stands with respect to the 

well-being of other people. The priority view claims that it can be better to improve 

the life of a badly off person in a small way rather than to give a greater benefit to 

someone who has a better life. In other words the view gives priority to helping those 

who are badly off. This is why the view can be considered egalitarian.

Some think that the priority view is more plausible than the equality view. The 

priority view tells us to help the badly off, but it would not tell us to level down (see 

prioritarianism). It cares about increasing people’s levels of well-being subject to a 

certain order of priority. Since it is not concerned with creating equality it would not 

lower someone’s well-being in order to achieve equality.

The priority view also faces problems. Utilitarians will reject the basic idea of 

priority and claim that a benefit does not have more value just because it goes to 

someone badly off. Even if it is reasonable to give priority to the badly off, it is dif-

ficult to decide how much priority they should receive. It seems that any answer to 

this question could only be based on an intuitive judgment and there will be very 

little agreement about such judgments.
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The third candidate for being the fundamental principle is the sufficiency view. It has 

been defended by Roger Crisp (2003) and Harry Frankfurt (1987). It is a minimum 

entitlement view. Everyone should receive at least a specified amount of well-being. If 

that condition is satisfied the view does not object to inequality between different 

 people. And if the condition is met the view would not give  priority to someone who 

is worse off than others. In fact the sufficiency view might seem not to be egalitarian at 

all. But I think it can be called minimally egalitarian because of its strong guarantee 

that each and every person must receive a sufficient amount of resources. And the view 

claims to be an account of fairness.

The crucial question in specifying the view is deciding where to set the level of 

minimum entitlement. How much is enough? If the level is set very low egalitarians 

will object, and indeed claim that it is not an egalitarian view at all. If the level is set 

very high it might be hard to realize in practice. The view presupposes that there is 

a very significant difference between being just above the minimum level and being 

just below it, but it is hard to find such a prominent discontinuity. It is also hard to 

see what considerations we could use in order to choose the minimum level. And 

strong egalitarians would claim that inequality would still be a bad thing even if 

everyone did have enough.

Equality of What?

Amartya Sen asked in what respects people should be made equal. Answering his 

question has been the most discussed issue in egalitarian moral thinking (Sen 1980). 

It has attracted more attention than giving arguments for egalitarianism or for deter-

mining the basic principle of the theory. One explanation of this is that the question 

is not one question but a number of different questions that can be confused with 

one another.

Initially the issue seems clear. Egalitarians want people to be equal in some impor-

tant respect or respects. But which respects are the ones that matter? An initial list of 

candidates and their defenders might include well-being (Arneson), primary goods 

(Rawls), resources (Dworkin and Cohen), and capabilities (Sen). Opportunities and 

resources are important in helping people to live good lives, but we use those things 

as tools in order to make our lives better, that is to say in order to achieve well-being. 

So it seems that egalitarians are ultimately concerned with well-being. We would 

think it was better for a person to be without resources but enjoying well-being 

rather than having ample resources but not having well-being.

This point certainly does not settle the debate. But it might play a part in arriving 

at a reasonable view. Sen thinks our fundamental concern is providing people with 

capabilities. A capability is the ability to perform a certain function, presumably a 

function that benefits the person who has it. But why should we think the capability 

is the most important thing? We should want the person to use the capacity to make 

their lives better. Perhaps we should not aim at equality in capacities.

A defender of the capacity view will argue that giving people capacities gives them 

the ability to decide for themselves which functions they will perform. That is a 
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desirable thing, but it is not a reason for thinking that capacities are fundamental to 

egalitarianism. A view that takes well-being as being fundamental would not force 

people to perform the activities that would make their lives better. And we might 

think that it is very appropriate for us to try to persuade them to choose functions 

that would make their lives better.

Some claim that egalitarianism should not make its fundamental concern well-

being because that would require us to satisfy people with extremely expensive 

tastes, or deliver large amounts of resources in order to improve the well-being of 

people with painful handicaps. This concern is felt by Dworkin and Cohen. We 

might reply that if we hold other values – for example, utilitarian values – they 

would outweigh equality so that we will not be required to make these extreme 

transfers of resources. And people with egalitarian intuitions will at least think that 

in these cases it would be a good thing if we were able to give those people an equal 

amount of well-being compared to others. My aim is not to argue that egalitarians 

should conclude that equality must be understood as equality in terms of well-

being. The point was to show that some of the arguments brought against that view 

can be answered.

The equality of what issue becomes much more complicated when we introduce 

questions about people’s choices and their responsibility for their actions. In stating 

an egalitarian principle Derek Parfit (2002) said, “it is wrong for some to be worse 

off than others through no fault of their own.” But what if a person is worse off than 

others from some fault of his own, or partly through some fault of his own? What 

would egalitarians think was just treatment for the person? These questions are 

very different from my initial discussion of the equality of what question. We might 

decide that we should give people a fixed amount of resources to use during their 

lives on the condition that they will not receive more if they make choices that leave 

them with a low level of well-being. If we make this resources view the answer to 

the equality of what question, it brings with it issues of responsibility. That would 

not be the case if we answered the equality of what question with a view that 

required literal equality in well-being. Some egalitarians would deliberately choose 

an answer to the equality of what question that would directly introduce issues of 

responsibility.

These issues are central to what is called “luck egalitarianism,” a view attributed to 

Dworkin and Cohen. This view uses these considerations to decide when we should 

step back from literal equality. If a person is worse off than others because of bad 

luck, that person should be restored to equality. But if the person fared worse because 

of fault, or made a choice that he had reason to think might result in a serious loss 

and the loss eventuated, then this view might hold that there is no egalitarian reason 

for restoring equality.

Much of the critical discussion about the view is concerned with examples. Given 

that theory might require a great deal of information about the aims and motivation 

of the person being assessed, it might be hard to find the information needed to 

draw a conclusion. A more serious problem is the ethical judgments we will have to 

make in applying the theory. In many cases the agent may have some degree of 
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responsibility for what eventuates, but many other factors also played a role in what 

happened. What moral judgment should we make? Should the person be restored 

to equality if his failing was relatively minor, or should we try to proportion the 

failing to his standing with respect to equality? Of course we face similar problems 

in many other areas of ethics, but it is important to realize that they are present for 

this theory.

Luck egalitarianism also expands these issues beyond the cases of a person mak-

ing a choice. The theory might tell us to compensate someone for a disability or a 

low degree of intelligence. Someone might be refused compensation because he did 

not develop a good character earlier in his life. There will be room for much dis-

agreement in assessing these cases.

Perhaps we could handle some of the issues about responsibility by appealing to 

independent non-egalitarian principles that hold people responsible for the conse-

quences of their actions. In that case there would be no need to build responsibility 

into our understanding of what equality itself is.

I am not arguing that luck egalitarianism is a mistake. Most people will agree that 

there are cases where egalitarians are not required by their theory to restore  someone 

to equality regardless of what he has done. However, the equality of what question 

has come to involve a number of significantly different issues, and this has not 

always been appreciated. This is one of the reasons why it is difficult to give the ques-

tion a clear and simple answer.

Others feel that the problems with luck egalitarianism cannot be repaired. The 

most influential critic of the luck egalitarian view is Elizabeth Anderson (1999).

The Scope of Egalitarianism

In this section I will take egalitarianism for granted and discuss some questions 

about where it is appropriate to apply the theory. One view would give the theory 

maximal scope. This means that wherever and whenever there is inequality 

between people the theory claims that this is something bad or an injustice. For the 

sake of simplicity I will assume that the egalitarian view we are using is the equality 

view and we are concerned with equality in terms of well-being. To have maximal 

scope means that the view would object to any inequality between people, regard-

less of the connections or lack of connections between them. For example, the view 

would object to inequality between two people who had never met one another, or 

lived in different countries, or lived at different times in history. It would object to 

inequality between a contemporary New Yorker and a fourteenth-century peasant. 

Of course the view would acknowledge that the inequality might not be repairable, 

but it would say that it was a bad thing that the two people did not live equally 

good lives.

Larry Temkin defends the view that egalitarianism does have maximal scope. 

This may seem extreme. But we should remember that this scope is routinely granted 

to utilitarianism. And some of the arguments for egalitarianism require  egalitarianism 

to have maximal scope. This is so in the case of the argument about the separateness 
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of persons. If that view is part of the source of egalitarianism it would not be affected 

by spatial or temporal remoteness.

However, other egalitarians want to limit the scope of the theory. They have 

 different reasons for doing this. The general reason is that they think that egalitarian 

reasons only have force if certain extra conditions are satisfied.

Rawls thought that his view only applied to people who cooperated in producing 

goods. Given that the condition applied, justice required a kind of equality. Without 

that condition justice did not mandate equality. Someone outside the scope of the 

cooperation would not be subject to the principle, even if he was much worse off 

than the others. We should compare this view to the background of other moral 

theories which do have maximal scope, for example a deontological principle against 

causing harm. If Rawls is right, there is a very important difference in scope between 

the two theories.

A different but related view holds that the existence of the state is required for 

egalitarian values to apply. This idea has a place in the Kantian tradition (see kant, 

immanuel). People are only free when they are included in the political community, 

and people only count as being equals of one another because of the state. Thomas 

Nagel (2005) defends a similar view. It seems that this view, like that of Rawls, would 

imply that there would be no reason of justice to create equality between a badly off 

person and a better-off person in the absence of the state. Other egalitarians would 

strongly disagree with these conclusions.

There is a weaker view which restricts scope that has also been defended by Nagel 

(1991). It does not claim that egalitarian moral concerns do not apply without the 

existence of the state or similar institutions. But it does claim that the state has a 

special role in applying egalitarian values. This is not just because the state can do 

this most efficiently. The idea is that this role is appropriately given to the state and 

not to individuals. This view is in the spirit of Rawls’ view that his egalitarian prin-

ciple should be applied to social classes and institutions and not to individuals.

Other egalitarians criticize such views. G. A. Cohen (2008) argues that egalitarian 

values have broader scope. They are not restricted to institutions, even though insti-

tutions are often the means for fulfilling a moral claim. Egalitarian values bear on 

and constrain the choices of individuals. If institutions fail to give people what they 

are entitled to have, the obligation of preserving justice would fall to individuals (see 

justice). The crucial issue about this kind of scope is whether egalitarian values 

depend on extra conditions, or whether they are free of such restrictions in the way 

that deontological and utilitarian values are.

There is another question concerned with scope that has been raised about egal-

itarianism. The standard view is that we apply the equality view and the priority 

view to individuals. It is also the standard view that we apply those principles to 

people’s complete lives. We aim at equality by comparing lives as temporal wholes. 

We use the unit of a complete life when we test for equality. However, Dennis 

McKerlie (2002) and Temkin (1993) have suggested that we might also apply those 

principles to temporal parts of lives. For example, we might object to a current 

inequality between two people even if their complete lives will turn out to be equally 
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good. They support the view by appealing to examples. Most egalitarians are not 

 convinced, and think that we should only be concerned with equality between com-

plete lives.

Egalitarianism and Other Values

Egalitarianism must compete with other moral views. It is clear that equality  cannot 

be the only moral value. If we consider the equality view it tells us to make people 

equal. But that is not the only thing we care about. We also want people to enjoy a 

high level of well-being (see well-being). We need another moral principle that will 

tell us to aim at that goal. Moreover, the two principles can conflict. We might be 

forced to choose between reducing inequality or achieving a higher level of welfare. 

Conflict between equality and consequentialist moral considerations is very 

 common. The two views are rivals because egalitarianism respects distributive 

 considerations while consequentialism aims at creating the greatest total amount of 

well-being without being concerned with distribution. If the theories conflict we are 

required to weigh the two kinds of moral reasons against one another. Most people 

would agree that we cannot suppose that one of the views always outweighs the other 

one. When we compare the strength of the two kinds of reasons against one another 

in a particular case it seems there is no higher principle we can appeal to in order to 

reach a conclusion. We might have some confident judgments about some cases – 

for example, forsaking a great deal of well-being for a very small gain in terms of 

equality – but they will have the status of intuitive judgments.

This should not be seen as a criticism of the equality view or of consequentialism 

(see consequentialism). Those views might express non-derivative moral reasons 

that are relevant to the question. The fact that we cannot identify a specific answer 

to the question is not a reason for thinking that the principles we are applying are 

mistaken.

If we adopt the priority view as the egalitarian principle, things are simpler. We 

will not weigh the priority view against consequentialism. Instead the priority view 

will replace consequentialism. This means that the priority view will claim that a 

gain in well-being has the value the priority view attributes to it, not the value utili-

tarianism would attribute to it. If the well-being goes to someone who deserves 

 priority then the value is greater than the utilitarian view supposes.

Egalitarianism also has a conflict with the notion of desert (see desert). Some 

think these two moral views are antithetical. They compete for the same moral 

 territory, and we must accept one of them and reject the other. They both claim to 

be the correct account of distributive justice. Egalitarians find justice in an equal 

distribution; those who believe in merit find justice in a distribution in accordance 

with merit. Because of this conflict some egalitarians, including Rawls, criticize a 

theory based on merit. They might claim that merit is not a serious moral value at 

all, or that it is merely conventional, or that no one possesses a legitimate claim 

based on merit because we all have benefited by things that we have not earned on 

the basis of merit.



9

On the other hand those who see merit and desert as important values sometimes 

criticize egalitarianism. Shelly Kagan (1999) has suggested that we might consider 

egalitarianism to be a particular version of a view based on desert: distribute  equality 

when people’s desert is equal.

Despite the conflict I think it is possible to acknowledge both the values of  equality 

and desert. We might think that a person who is badly off has at least some claim to 

equality, even though he is deficient in terms of desert. This claim is egalitarian. But 

a different person who is well off might have a claim in terms of desert. It does not 

seem right to say that one claim must be dismissed. We will have to weigh the claims 

against one another.

There is another value which can conflict with egalitarianism, the value of 

 freedom. Some freedoms are given the status of a right. These conflicts are especially 

noteworthy because many people think that equality and freedom are the two 

 fundamental values of liberalism. Some egalitarians, in particular Ronald Dworkin, 

have attempted to show that the two values never conflict. However, I think most of 

us will think that there are indeed such cases. I suspect that those who deny this are 

interpreting at least one of the values in an unorthodox way. If the conflicts exist they 

will be difficult to solve. Some writers might hold that respecting a right is always 

more important than reducing the kind of inequality I have been discussing. This 

claim is plausible, but I am not convinced that it will hold in every case. Here too we 

will sometimes be forced to rely on our best judgment in balancing the two values.

see also: consequentialism; contractualism; desert; difference 

principle; equality; justice; kant, immanuel; prioritarianism; rawls, john; 

social contract; well-being
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