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In his 1992 book Inequality Reexamined, Amartya Sen advanced an interesting and provocative thesis.
  Every conception of social justice that has received support in recent times, he claimed, is egalitarian.  Each conception demands that something be equalized.  The different conceptions provide different answers as to what exactly should be equalized, but they agree on the fundamental idea that something should be equalized.  Call this claim the egalitarian thesis.  In this paper, I first argue that Sen’s account of capabilities and his more recent critique of transcendental justice have implications for the truth or plausibility of the egalitarian thesis.  Not everything that Sen says about these topics is germane to my present purpose, and some of what he does say about them I do not accept, but there are strands of his discussion that I do accept and I want to show here how they bear on the egalitarian thesis.  After completing this task, I then discuss briefly how the critique of the egalitarian thesis presented here bears on the larger, and more general, issue of the overall plausibility of egalitarian conceptions of social justice.
I. The Egalitarian Thesis

I begin by saying a few words to clarify the thesis under consideration.  At first pass, the egalitarian thesis might not appear to be particularly plausible.  Writers like John Rawls and Ronald Dworkin certainly look like they are committed to equality in some sense, but what about seemingly anti-egalitarian writers like Robert Nozick and James Buchanan?  Sen’s response to this question is intriguing.  Nozick and Buchanan do not seek equality in wealth or welfare, but they do seek it along some alternative dimension.  Nozick defends a basic equality of libertarian rights for example, and Buchanan builds political and legal equality into his conception of a just society.  In each of these theories, Sen explains, “equality is sought in some ‘space’ (that is, in terms of some variables related to respective persons), a space that is seen as having a central role in that theory.”

Perhaps Sen is right about Nozick and Buchanan.  But, it is natural to ask, what about others?  In particular, we should wonder about utilitarian theorists.  They do not aim at equality of utility.  They seek to maximize the average or total sum of utility.  Utilitarians do not seek equality in any space at all.  So utilitarian conceptions of social justice, which of course have received support in recent times, look like clear counterexamples to the egalitarian thesis.  Sen, however, has a response.

. . . there is [he claims] an equality that utilitarians seek, to wit, equal treatment of human beings in attaching equal importance to the gains and losses of utilities by everyone, without exception.

Now this response is, I believe, a bit misleading, for it introduces a different way in which a theory could be described as egalitarian.  At the level of input, a theory is egalitarian if it includes everyone and counts everyone equally.  However, input equality, as I shall call it, does not imply that there should be equality in any dimension of advantage whatsoever.  Utilitarians, as we have just seen, do not seek equality in any space.   Let me call the claim that justice requires us to equalize something in the space of advantage – some good, resource, bundle of goods, opportunity, set of rights, welfare level, etc. – output equality.  The debate that has come to be called “equality of what”
 is a debate over the proper metric for output equality.  


Not every conception of justice that has attracted support in recent times is committed to output equality or some close cousin to output equality.  That seems plain.  As we have just seen, utilitarians are committed only to input equality.  We might construe the egalitarian thesis, then, as holding that every conception of justice that has attracted support in recent times is committed either to input equality alone or to both input and output equality.  But, in fact, I do not think that this is quite right either.  For some influential contractarians plausibly reject both input and output equality, and contractarianism is an influential recent approach to justice.  David Gauthier, for example, holds that those who lack productive capacity are not entitled to anything at the bar of justice.
  Their interests do not count, even at the level of input.  It can be said in reply that Gauthier’s contractarian theory is not a conception of justice at all.  Justice is a moral concept, and one way to read Gauthier is to see him as rejecting morality and seeking to put something else in its place.
  A system of interpersonal constraints based on rational bargaining is what we have reason to affirm once we have seen through the fiction of justice with its attendant commitment to the equality of all at the input level.


This imagined reply, I concede, is a bit strained.  It defines away the counterexample, but there is nonetheless something to it.   There are limits to what can count as a conception of justice.  To have a full and adequate grasp of a concept like justice, one must accept certain platitudes associated with the proper application of the concept.  Otherwise, one is not talking about justice, but changing the subject.  And, plausibly, one such platitude is that the interests of all people matter and matter equally irrespective of their productive capacities.  That platitude rules out Gauthier-style contractarianism.  I do not say that it refutes that style of contractarianism, but it does rule it out as a candidate for a conception of justice.


The reply I have just pressed against Gauthier-style contractarianism identifies a platitude – a platitude of equality – that is implicit in every conception of justice.  If there is indeed such a platitude, then the egalitarian thesis, as I formulated it a moment ago, is true.  Every conception of justice is committed to either input equality alone or to both input and output equality.  So construed, however, the egalitarian thesis is not the provocative thesis that it initially appeared to be.  It merely expresses the conceptual claim that there is some commitment to equality implicit in justice-talk.  And that conceptual claim does not commit us to any substantive claim that holds that advantage, whether it be libertarian rights or primary goods or welfare, must be equalized in a just society.

The egalitarian thesis looked provocative.  But it looked provocative because it mixed together an uncontroversial conceptual platitude with a controversial substantive commitment.  Once these elements are disentangled, substantive anti-egalitarians, as we might call them, are free to accept the platitude, while rejecting the substantive commitment to equality.  This is how we ought to understand the position of those who reject the thought that justice demands equality in some space and hold instead that justice requires only that people have enough, or a sufficient amount of, whatever it is that the egalitarian aims to equalize.  Following common practice, let us call such people sufficientarians.  

It is possible, however, that what I am calling input and output equality are more closely related than my discussion so far has suggested.  Perhaps, once you accept input equality, there is normative pressure for you to go further and accept some kind of output equality.  Consider, for example, a typical sufficientarian.  He may say that justice requires that all people receive a decent minimum; but, if he we press him on the matter, he is likely to say that each person has an equal claim or an equal right to the decent minimum.  So output equality of some sort is back in the picture.  Now consider utilitarianism once more.  Some utilitarians hold a complex view.  They hold that justice requires that people have equal political and legal rights, but that money should be distributed in a way that maximizes utility or average utility.  These constrained utilitarians also, on inspection, seem to be committed to output equality of some sort.  It is, then, only the unconstrained utilitarians, and their close cousins – the unconstrained prioritarians – that seem willing to reject output equality uncompromisingly.

With this mind, we can reformulate the egalitarian thesis once more.  Every conception of justice that has attracted support in recent times is committed to both input and output equality, except for unconstrained maximizing views, such as utilitarianism and prioritarianism.  This new thesis is more modest than the original one, but it is still interesting and provocative.

II.  Enter Capabilities

Sen’s contribution to our understanding of equality is not limited to his discussion of the egalitarian thesis.  He is well-known for proposing his own answer to the equality of what question.  This answer, which Sen termed “the capability approach,” developed out of his critique of Rawls’ primary goods metric.
  Rawlsian primary goods, as well as other resource-based accounts of advantage, focus exclusively on the means to advantage, rather than advantage itself.  That cannot be right; for, as Sen explained, people, for various reasons, differ in their capacity to convert primary goods or resources into valuable advantage.  Two people with exactly the same bundle of primary goods can have very different opportunities for leading a good life.  We should not make a fetish out of the means when it is the end that matters.
In pressing this complaint, Sen is at one with various writers who have urged that the metric of advantage should be construed in terms of welfare.  These writers say: “Do not look at people’s bundle of resources; instead, focus directly on how well off they are.”  This view, however, is vulnerable to a powerful counterexample that Sen famously pressed.
. . . in terms of being hungry and undernourished, a person who voluntarily fasts, for political or religious reasons, may be just as deprived of food and nourishment as a famine-stricken victim.
  
The welfare levels of these two people may be exactly the same, but it would be a mistake to conclude that they are equally disadvantaged.  So Sen proposed that we put the focus on what people are able to do or to achieve.  This is the basic idea behind the capabilities approach.  The metric of advantage should be construed in terms of the full range of valuable doings and beings – valuable functionings in Sen’s terms – that are open to people to achieve or realize.

Sen’s proposal, then, identifies a metric of advantage that is neither resource-centered (like primary goods) nor reducible to welfare.  It is also deeply pluralistic in the sense that there exist a very wide range of valuable functionings (perhaps the full range of such functionings cannot even be specified) and it is not clear how the different functionings, and people’s access to them, can be combined into a single metric.   Sen is well aware of this issue, and it is one to which I shall return.  But, for now, I want to mention one further feature of the capability approach.  Notice that a proponent of a welfare-based metric can accommodate Sen’s counterexample if he moves from welfare to opportunity for welfare as the appropriate metric of advantage.
   After all, the person who is starving because he chose to fast may have an equal opportunity to realize welfare in his society.  He is in a very different position than someone who is starving because he has no other options.
  
Sen put the spotlight on capabilities rather than achieved functionings because he wanted to include a concern with freedom in the metric of advantage.  But the equality of opportunity for welfare theorist can accommodate this concern for freedom as well.  Importantly, however, Sen’s discussion of capabilities extends beyond opportunities for welfare.  As he puts it, there is a distinction between well-being freedom and agency freedom.  The former consists of opportunities to pursue options that advance one’s well-being, the latter “encompasses all the goals that a person has reasons to adopt, which can inter alia include goals other than the advancement of his or her own well-being.”
  Agency freedom is better served by resource-based metrics than welfare-based metrics, since people can use resources to advance either their own well-being or their non-well-being based agency goals.  The equality of opportunity for welfare theorist, however, single-mindedly focuses on the freedom associated with well-being.  So he misses the aspect of advantage associated with agency freedom.  The capabilities-approach, accordingly, seems to capture relevant aspects of advantage that are missed by both the resource and welfare based approaches.

Sen’s capability approach significantly advanced our understanding of advantage by bringing into clear view the heterogeneity and complexity of advantage.  A metric of advantage, to be adequate, must refer to a very large number of valuable states of doing and being and it must keep one eye on the freedom that enables us to lead a good life for ourselves and another eye on the freedom we need to pursue other goals and projects that extend beyond our own well-being.  By bringing this heterogeneity and complexity into clear view, Sen also helps us to see that the “equality of what” question is a not a well formed question and that the egalitarian thesis, if it does not simply reduce to the platitudinous input equality claim, is not a thesis that we should accept.  But I am now getting ahead of myself.  The recognition of the plural and complex sources of advantage plainly does not, on its own, force a retreat from equality.  For all that has been said so far, it may be possible to impose an order on the heterogeneity of advantage that I have been highlighting.

III.  Sufficiency Reconsidered

  
Let us now look at this possibility a little more closely.  The capability approach construes advantage in terms of a bundle of opportunities to achieve or realize a set of valuable functionings.  It is possible that the different items in the bundle can be precisely ordered and weighted.  If so, then, one could claim, that justice requires that each person have equal access to the same determinate bundle of opportunities.  This would be an egalitarian view, but it is not Sen’s view.  Nor does it seem very plausible.  The functionings that Sen identifies are quite diverse and we do not have a good method for determining how to trade them off against one another.  Nor does it seem likely that the functionings are subject to a lexical ordering, whereby each finds its place in a chain from most important to least important.  

Suppose then that we drop the idea that the capability sets that determine peoples’ level of advantage can be precisely ranked and compared.  That would not make this approach to advantage unhelpful for policy.  As Sen points out, in many contexts, we may be able to make sound judgments regarding the importance of one kind of capability compared to another.  The functioning associated with proper nourishment often takes priority over other valuable functionings, such as those associated with aesthetic experience, for example.  This brings us to Sen’s recent critique of transcendental justice, for one important strand of that critique is that while we may not be able to reach reasoned agreement on an ideal account of justice, we nonetheless can agree on a wide range of comparative judgments of justice with respect to the real alternatives open to us in our non-ideal circumstances.   Applied to the present context, the point would be that while we may not be able to formulate a fully determinate ranking of capability sets, we may be able in practice to make sound comparisons between a range of different capability sets and this may be sufficient for achieving comparative, as opposed to transcendental, justice.

  
The point is a good one, but it does not help much with our present concern.  We are investigating the egalitarian thesis.  The suspicion is that the failure to determinately rank capability sets will cause trouble for that thesis.  How might it do so?  One could propose that justice requires that each person have access to the same set of valuable functionings.  One might propose a list of 10 basic valuable functionings, for example.  Then one could claim that justice requires that each person have equal access to each of the ten functionings.
  Given that different sets of functionings may be of equal or noncomparable value, this view does not look very promising.  For suppose that everyone has access to capability set X, which includes all 10 valuable functionings, except for one person, who has access to capability set Y, which is, we assume, not less valuable than capability set X, even though it does not contain each of the 10 valuable functionings.
  It is hard to see why we should think that this person has an unjust share of advantage, even though he is treated unequally in the procrustean sense that he does not have access to exactly the same functionings as everyone else.

Let’s consider another possibility.  Assume that there exists a plurality of capability sets, access to any one of which would constitute having a just share of advantage.   Now assume further that each of these sets must contain certain elements and that these elements must be equalized.  Here is an illustration of the thought.  Take the opportunity to participate in the political life of one’s society.  Participation in politics, we assume, is a valuable functioning.  It might be true that for each person to have access to an adequate set of capabilities, he or she must have an equal opportunity to achieve this functioning.  Just advantage, in short, requires some form of political equality.  Once again, this might be true, but I doubt that it is.  Once the plurality and incomparability of different capability sets is acknowledged, then it becomes hard to see why a deficit along one dimension of capability could not be made up for along another dimension.  Suppose that Jack and Jill have the same set of capabilities, except that (i) Jack gets two votes in Presidential elections while Jill gets only one and (ii) Jill has access to better health care than Jack.  My claim is that it is false to think that either Jack or Jill must be better off than the other in terms of access to advantage.  And, if I am right about that, then just advantage does not demand political equality.

Pressing this point further, we can say that justice does not require people to be equal along any dimension of advantage.  If that is right, then equality of what is just a bad question to ask.  One sees that it is a bad question to ask, once one comes to appreciate the full diversity of advantage that is relevant to justice.
  The friend of output equality, as I see it, has one last move open to him.  He may return to the sufficientarian view I mentioned earlier.  Perhaps there is some finite set of capability sets, such that access to any one set in the set gives one access to an adequate level of advantage.  One could now assert that justice requires that each person has an equal claim in justice to have access to one such capability set.  The egalitarian commitment is evinced not by the demand that people be equal along any dimension of advantage, but rather by the thought that each of us has an equal claim to an adequate capability set.

Now this is indeed an egalitarian commitment, one that could qualify as a genuine instance of output equality and not mere input equality; and it is a commitment that is not defeated by anything I have said thus far.  Should we accept it?  It is time to turn our attention to one last feature of Sen’s views on justice.   
IV.  Strong Pluralism
      
I have been emphasizing the heterogeneity of advantage, but Sen’s critique of transcendental justice cuts deeper.  The theorist of transcendental justice, as Sen portrays him, not only thinks that there is a determinate metric of advantage for purposes of distributive justice, but also he thinks that there is an ideally or maximally just set of political arrangements.  Against this latter claim, Sen calls attention to what he terms “the plurality of impartial reasons” of justice.  This is the idea that different considerations – considerations which in practice often conflict with one another – are constitutive of justice.  Sen mentions utility, desert, and equality as considerations that are entitled to consideration at the bar of justice.  He adds, furthermore, that there is no intersubjectively acceptable method for assigning weights to these different considerations.  The absence of any such method leads Sen to accuse the transcendental justice theorist of overestimating the determinacy of ideal justice.


Sen, once again, is on to something important here, but we must take care to interpret his point correctly.  The lack of agreement, even among reasonable and conscientious people, over the weight of conflicting impartial reasons that bear on justice is compatible with the fact that ideal justice is fully determinate.  Transcendental justice is not defeated by the fact that there is reasonable disagreement over its content.  It is defeated only if that disagreement reflects an underlying reality – to wit, that reason itself imposes no fully determinate ranking of the conflicting impartial reasons.


So it is possible that the claim that reason is incapable of imposing a determinate ranking on the plurality of impartial reasons that contribute to the content of justice is an exaggeration.  In my view, this claim is not an exaggeration.  As I see it, Sen is substantially right here.  But I do not need this claim to be true in order to press a more modest point.  So long as the nonegalitarian components of justice – utility, desert, contribution, etc. – have independent weight, such that, in some range of circumstances, they tell in favor of departing from equality, then the limited commitment to output equality that we have been led to as a result of our investigation of Sen’s work itself will need to be qualified.
  And that qualification will signal that justice does not require equality in the circumstances to which the qualification applies.  Confronted with this result, the friend of output equality will have to retreat still further and hold that while justice does not always require equality, it sometimes does.  That attenuated claim, while it might be true, is hardly a claim that could vindicate the thought that led Sen to propose the egalitarian thesis.   

V. Upshot
When Sen proposed the egalitarian thesis, he intended it to state more than a conceptual platitude.  At some level, he proposed, we all agree that justice requires equality of advantage.  As we have seen, he overstated his claim.  Utilitarians and prioritarians were never on board.  Still, even without the overstatement, the egalitarian thesis remained an interesting and provocative thesis.  But it is not a thesis that, on reflection, we should accept.  Anyone who accepts a strongly pluralistic of account of justice – a pluralism that is expressed in Sen’s capability-based approach to advantage and in his endorsement of the plurality of impartial reasons of justice – will need to back away from a commitment to output equality.    And though I cannot claim to have established it here, I believe Sen’s strong pluralism about justice is sound.  That is why I think his more recent work on justice provides not only a counterexample, but a powerful counterexample, to the egalitarian thesis he advanced some twenty years ago.
The rejection of the egalitarian thesis, to be sure, does not imply that justice is not strictly egalitarian.  Even if many recent and influential conceptions of justice – including Sen’s own most recent conception as expressed in The Idea of Justice – are not egalitarian, it does not follow that the true conception of justice is not egalitarian.  Some writers believe, for example, that justice requires equality of welfare or equal access to welfare, and some believe further that welfare is a unified distribuendum.  I have not shown that these views are mistaken.  Still, I believe, and suspect many others will concur, that Sen’s efforts to capture the complexity and heterogeneity of advantage, as well as his sympathy for a pluralistic account of justice, are well considered.  Suppose, then, that Sen is substantially right about these matters.  Would this imply that justice is not egalitarian in the output sense?  Following Sen, I have been considering egalitarian justice to be a thesis about the distribution of advantage.  Understood as such, it is indeed threatened by Sen’s pluralistic commitments.  But a number of egalitarians of late have straightforwardly rejected the characterization of the egalitarian view as one that calls for the equal distribution of some form of advantage.  These new egalitarians hold that the fundamental egalitarian commitment is to equality of standing or status, not to equality in the distribution of any good or form of advantage.
  This new construal of egalitarianism is much less determinate than the equality of advantage view, and it is fair to say that it has not been worked out in the same detail.  Moreover, on closer analysis, it may permit substantial inequality in the distribution of advantage.

Sen’s early work in political philosophy invigorated the “equality of what” debate and contributed greatly to our understanding of equality of advantage.  His recent work gives egalitarians reason to leave this understanding behind and take egalitarian justice in a new direction.  
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