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Is the Welfare State Justified?

In this book, Daniel Shapiro argues that the dominant positions in
contemporary political philosophy – egalitarianism, positive-rights
theory, communitarianism, and many forms of liberalism – should
converge in a rejection of central welfare-state institutions. He exam-
ines how major welfare institutions, such as government-financed
and -administered retirement pensions, national health insurance,
and programs for the needy, actually work. Comparing them to com-
pulsory private insurance and private charities, Shapiro argues that
the dominant perspectives in political philosophy mistakenly think
that their principles support the welfare state. Instead, egalitarians,
positive-rights theorists, communitarians, and liberals have misunder-
stood the implications of their own principles, which support more
market-based or libertarian institutional conclusions than they may
realize. Shapiro’s book is unique in its combination of political phi-
losophy with social science. Its focus is not limited to any particular
country; rather it examines welfare states in affluent democracies and
their market alternatives.

Daniel Shapiro is associate professor of philosophy at West Virginia
University. A specialist in political philosophy and public policy, he
has published in Public Affairs Quarterly, Social Philosophy and Policy,
Journal of Political Philosophy, and Law and Philosophy. In the spring
of 2003, he was a Distinguished Visiting Humphrey Lecturer at the
University of Waterloo.
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Preface

In the last dozen years or so, my philosophical writings have had two
main themes: (1) political philosophers who have different philosoph-
ical principles actually are closer on institutional matters than they real-
ize and (2) one cannot really make a sound or decisive argument for
institutional change unless one has made a comparative institutional
analysis of different, feasible alternative institutions. I think this view
originated, in part, in my late teenage years, when I changed from what
would be roughly described as a liberal view – in the modern American
sense of the term, wherein one favors individual freedom and distrusts
the government on “personal” or on civil liberties matters but favors
a vigorous role for the government in restricting or regulating free
markets and providing for the unfortunate – to a libertarian view that
the government’s sole role should be to protect the right to life, liberty,
and property and keep its hands off the free market, which operates
just fine if the government gets out of the way. When I looked back
at this change, I thought that in one sense I had not changed at all.
Once I realized how free markets really worked, and how government
programs that were supposed to realize their seemingly compassionate
or just goals didn’t really do so, I realized that the attitude of distrust
I had toward government power or the view I had about the value
of individual freedom really applied to economic as well as personal
matters. So at some level I came to think that my liberal friends who
disagreed with me – and when I became an academic most of my fel-
low academics who opposed libertarianism – could come to agree with

vii
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viii Preface

me, if they would just understand how free markets really work and
how government programs, specifically welfare-state programs, really
work (or don’t work). Thus, in an embryonic form, I had the view
that people with seemingly different philosophical principles actually
could converge on institutional matters.

So I began to write articles such as “Why Rawlsian Liberals Should
Support Free Market Capitalism” ( Journal of Political Philosophy 3,
March 1995), in which I argued that those who followed John Rawls’s
philosophical framework, which apparently opposed libertarianism,
could actually, following their own principles, end up with more lib-
ertarian institutional conclusions than they realized. Perhaps this just
represented a temperament of optimism – even if we disagreed about
philosophical principles, we could come to agree on institutional mat-
ters if we could incorporate social theory or social science about how
alternative institutions worked (or didn’t) – but it also, I suspect,
grew out of a frustration that during decades of philosophical dis-
agreements about basic principles few minds were changed and the
realization that many of my students’ complaints about political phi-
losophy – “they don’t focus on the real world!” – had a point. You
couldn’t, I came to realize, after reading the writings of N. Scott
Arnold (e.g., Marx’s Radical Critique of Capitalist Society, Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1990) and David Schmidtz (e.g., Social Welfare and Individual
Responsibility: For and Against, Cambridge University Press, 1998), really
make a sound argument for institutional change without doing social
science, that is, without showing that there was some feasible alter-
native institution that could actually get rid of the injustice that was
supposedly present in an existing institution. I owe Scott and David
an enormous debt for the clarity and insight of their books and for
their friendship and guidance over many years and their helpful criti-
cism of earlier versions of this book. (I owe Scott a particular debt, as
he read the entire manuscript and made detailed comments.) I also
want to thank Christopher Morris and Eric Mack for their friendship
and philosophical guidance over the years, and for comments on ear-
lier parts of the manuscript. In addition, Jeffrey Friedman’s journal,
Critical Review, constantly stressed the need for political philosophers
to look at how institutions really functioned, and I want to thank
him for that journal as it also influenced my approach to political
philosophy.
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Preface ix

This book came about, in a way, almost by accident. In the spring
of 1995 I was looking for some external support during an upcoming
sabbatical year to write some articles that the welfare state is not, by
the standards used in mainstream political philosophy, just or fair, and
I contacted Jeffrey Paul of the Social Philosophy and Policy Center
at Bowling Green State University and asked him who might support
such a project. He invited me to spend a year at the Policy Center,
and the idea of writing articles turned into this book, which, in a nut-
shell, argues that the dominant nonlibertarian philosophical princi-
ples prevalent in contemporary political philosophy provide good rea-
sons for supporting a change from present welfare-state institutions to
feasible market alternatives. I want to thank Jeffrey Paul, Ellen Paul,
and Fred Miller, who all run the Policy Center, for providing such a
congenial and supportive place to work and for supporting my book
throughout the many years it has taken to complete it. They provided
financial support during my sabbatical year (1995–6), but also during
the last phase of the writing in the spring of 2006. In addition, they
gave me the opportunity to present earlier versions of some of the
chapters at three of their conferences. At a conference on “The Wel-
fare State Reconsidered,” I presented an early version of Chapter 5,
later published as “Can Old Age Insurance Be Justified?” (Social Philos-
ophy and Policy 14, Spring 1997). At a conference on “New Directions
in Libertarian Thought,” I presented an early version of Chapter 3,
later published as “Why Even Egalitarians Should Support Market
Health Insurance” (Social Philosophy and Policy 15, Spring 1998). At
a conference on “Should Differences in Income and Wealth Matter?”
I presented an early version of Chapter 6, later published as “Egalitari-
anism and Welfare State Redistribution” (Social Philosophy and Policy 19,
Winter 2002). And last, but not least, Ellen Paul provided invalu-
able editing suggestions during the final phase of completion of this
manuscript.

Other institutions and persons gave me financial support and the
opportunity to present my work and arguments, and I want to thank
them as well. The Earhart Foundation of Ann Arbor, Michigan, gave
me support during the fall of 1998, which enabled me to do additional
work on my chapters on health insurance and retirement pensions. In
the fall of 1998, Peter Boettke of the economics department of George
Mason University invited me to give a talk on health insurance, which
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x Preface

enabled me to find out if my work was economically literate. Gerald
Gaus invited me to present “Communitarianism and Social Security”
to the International Economics and Philosophy Society in the summer
of 1998, which was later incorporated into my chapter on retirement
pensions. Michael Tanner of the Cato Institute invited me to a debate
on Social Security in the fall of 1998, which led to a publication for the
Cato Institute (“The Moral Case for Social Security Privatization,” The
Cato Project on Social Security Privatization 14) that gave me my fifteen
minutes of fame until the news of President Clinton’s impeachment
focused the media’s attention elsewhere. In the spring of 2003, during
another sabbatical, Jan Narveson of the University of Waterloo invited
me to a give a series of talks that enabled me to get most of the chapters
of this book closer to their present form. (Most of the statistics or
empirical information in the book stem from that period of spring
2003, although the last chapter has information on the financial ills
of the U.S. Social Security system that applies through the year 2005.)
Then, in the spring of 2005, in what I thought was icing on the cake,
I was given the chance to present a synopsis of the main arguments
in the book, in a paper entitled “Egalitarianism and Libertarianism:
Closer than You Might Think” at the Association for Private Enterprise
Education and at the World Congress of Philosophy of Law and Social
Philosophy in Granada, Spain, where I presented my arguments to an
international audience.

I thought at the time, “The book is just about finished. It has been
accepted by Cambridge University Press, and I will finish it up in the
fall of 2005 and be done.” But life has a way of surprising you, and
now, to use the commentator Paul Harvey’s phrase, here is the rest of
the story.

I fell seriously ill in July 2005. It has become a cliché in prefaces
to thank one’s spouse and family. In this case, the word thanks is so
inadequate that words fail me. Without the support, love, and encour-
agement of my wife Kathy, I would not have made it. She helped me
when I fell ill, got better, fell ill again, and then made what we hope
is the start of a complete recovery. My daughter, Genevieve, who is
now fifteen, handled her father’s illness with aplomb and a matu-
rity far beyond her years. My mother has been incredibly generous
and supportive, and my brother, Mark, has been a source of support
and comfort and superlative long-distance diagnoses. I also want to
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Preface xi

thank a long list of health-care providers who helped me during this
period: Nicole Gauthier-Schatz, Raymond Hearn, Ryan Kurczak, Terra
McColley, Terry Miller, Erika Pallie, Jim Slaymaker, the late Kimberly
Stearns, Michael Todt, and Jacob Teitelbaum and his assistants Cheryl
Alberto and Denise Haire. And during this period I was also fortunate
enough to have an empathic and understanding chair of my depart-
ment, Sharon Ryan.

Finally, during the last six weeks of writing this manuscript, two
research assistants, Nikolai Wenzel and Diogo Costa, helped me with
some of the economics and technical matters necessary to write the
last chapter about a just transition from Social Security to a private-
pension system. (Michael Tanner of the Cato Institute complemented
their work by patiently answering a barrage of e-mails about these mat-
ters.) Their assistance greatly improved the final chapter. My brother-
and sister-in-law, John Pepple and Sarah Blick, helped with the bibliog-
raphy, and my wife Kathy again stepped in and provided final editing
advice and assistance.

I am truly grateful to all the people and institutions mentioned in
the preceding text.
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1

Introduction

Suppose justice requires reducing or minimizing certain inequalities,
those that arise through no choice or fault of one’s own. Or sup-
pose that justice requires providing everyone, particularly the most
vulnerable, with guarantees that the most basic goods needed to lead
a decent and secure life will be provided. Or suppose a good or just
society will reinforce or sustain a sense of community or solidarity
among all members of society. Then on all of these views of a just or
good society, it seems to follow straightaway that we should support
government-financed and -administered health insurance, retirement
pensions, and various government programs for the poor and needy.
This seems to be the consensus among contemporary political philoso-
phers. The aim of this book is to argue that this consensus is mistaken.
According to the principles and values that are central in contempo-
rary political philosophy, welfare-state institutions fail to be justified
when compared with viable, more market-based alternatives – specifi-
cally, private compulsory insurance and private charities. Private com-
pulsory insurance means the state requires all citizens to purchase
insurance, and supplies a safety net, but otherwise leaves insurance to
the market. Private charities are voluntary organizations devoted to
helping the poor or the unfortunate. I will argue that private compul-
sory insurance is clearly superior to government-financed and -funded
insurance, when judged by the standards prominent in contemporary
political philosophy, and that private charities are superior to some
government programs for the poor and no worse than others. If the
welfare state is composed of government-provided insurance and aid

1



P1: JYD
0521860659c01 CUNY733/Shapiro Printer: cupusbw 0 521 86065 2 May 22, 2007 17:36

2 Introduction

for the poor, then, taken as a whole, the welfare state is unjustified when
compared with market alternatives. If the welfare state is broader than
government-provided insurance and aid to the poor, then the argu-
ment of this book is that major welfare-state institutions are unjustified
when compared with market alternatives.

My arguments in this book are different from most of the debates
about the welfare state that have occurred in (close to) the last thirty
years in contemporary political philosophy. Many of those debates con-
cern disputes about relatively abstract political values or principles. So,
for example, libertarians argue that basic political principles should
focus on individual liberty, while egalitarians argue for a principle of
equality or fairness. Liberals say that the basic unit of political concern
is the individual; communitarians say that it is the community. By con-
trast, I bypass these debates. In this book, I do not challenge or criticize
any basic political principle or value. Instead, I work within them, so to
speak, and show that the dominant mainstream views should converge
on supporting some market alternatives to the welfare state and not
opposing other market alternatives to the welfare state. (Because liber-
tarianism supports market alternatives to the welfare state, another way
of putting this is that I show the dominant mainstream, nonlibertarian
political principles have institutional implications that are more free
market or libertarian than they realize.) This difference explains, in
part, my disagreement with the consensus in mainstream contempo-
rary political philosophy in favor of the welfare state. That consensus
consists of people who disagree among themselves about which basic
political values or principles are true or most plausible but agree that
all or almost all of the institutional implications of these principles
point to supporting the welfare state.1 In this book I take no stand
on disputes about basic political principles or values but argue that,
whatever these principles, the institutional implications of mainstream
principles point against the welfare state.

1.1 Justification in Political Philosophy

Another way to mark out the differences between my view that the
welfare state is unjustified and the consensus in mainstream polit-
ical philosophy that it is justified is to show that we have different

1 Because libertarianism opposes the welfare state, from now on when I say “consensus”
or “mainstream” view I exclude libertarianism.



P1: JYD
0521860659c01 CUNY733/Shapiro Printer: cupusbw 0 521 86065 2 May 22, 2007 17:36

Justification in Political Philosophy 3

understandings of justification. Justification in political philosophy is
largely a matter of presenting the best arguments for certain normative
claims when the focus is disagreement about the best or most plausi-
ble basic political values or principles. Empirical and social scientific
questions about the way institutions work (or don’t work) thus come to
be seen as separate matters. Of course, because political principles or
goals can only be instantiated or achieved by some kind of institutional
arrangements, institutional questions are always relevant, but they do
not take the foreground on this way of understanding justification in
political philosophy. Another way to put this point is that for most
political philosophers the object of justification – what gets justified –
are principles or values, whereas on the model presented in this book,
the object of justification is institutions.

In one sense, this model of justification is satisfactory. Political phi-
losophy obviously is concerned with fundamental normative questions
about the just or good society. A problem arises, however, when polit-
ical philosophers use normative arguments as reasons for changing
institutions, as it is not uncommon for them to do. After all, principles
of justice or basic political goals are meant to establish the standards
by which we should judge a political order, and if present institutions
fail to meet these standards, then criticism of the existing order natu-
rally follows straightaway.2 From that criticism the claim that we should
act to abolish or alter the institution also seems to follow straightaway.
However, it does not. Identifying a very bad or unjust feature of an
institution, even an essential feature of that institution, gives one no
conclusive or sufficient reason to abolish or reform it, because the
reformed or new institution may be no better. A joke illustrates the
problem. A Roman Emperor asked to hear the best singers in his king-
dom. The finalists were narrowed down to two. The emperor heard the
first one, was unimpressed, and promptly announced that the award
goes to the other finalist, because the next singer must be better than
the first one. Of course, that’s wrong: the second one could be no
better or worse. The emperor needs to hear both singers to make a
proper judgment.3

2 Of course, principles can also be used to support institutions, but the points I wish to
make here are more obvious when I focus on the principles’ critical function.

3 Peter J. Boettke, “James M. Buchanan and the Rebirth of Political Economy,” in Against
the Grain: Economic Dissent in the 20th Century, Steve Pressman and Ric Holts, eds.
(Brookfield, VT: Edgar Elgar, 1997), 9–10.
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4 Introduction

This fallacy – call it the nirvana fallacy4 – teaches us an important
lesson. If political philosophy aims to give us good reasons to change
or abolish an institution, it cannot limit itself to normative theory or
arguments. Normative arguments by themselves only provide us with
reasons to believe that a certain feature of an institution is unjust or
seriously defective. Without some social-science arguments that there
is some institution that will lack or lessen the injustice or social evil, we
have no reason, or at least no particularly weighty reason, to abolish
or alter the institution.5 The injustice or evil could be a necessary evil.
It could be a sad truth about human affairs that we are stuck with that
evil or injustice.

Few philosophers explicitly commit the nirvana fallacy, although
it does occur.6 Most philosophers mention, at least implicitly, some
kind of alternative institution that is supposed to lessen or get rid of
the injustice or social evil. However, for these arguments to succeed
the argument for an institutional alternative must specify what mecha-
nisms or processes are likely to bring about the proposed change. Fail-
ure to specify how alternative institutional mechanisms or processes
are likely to achieve justice or lessen present-day injustice is, unfortu-
nately, a common problem in political philosophy, particularly in argu-
ments that welfare-state institutions are needed to overcome injustices
caused or embodied by markets. For example, John Rawls in A Theory

4 The term comes from Harold Demsetz, “Information and Efficiency: Another View-
point,” Journal of Law and Economics 12 (1969): 1–22.

5 Someone might argue that X is not an injustice unless there is a feasible institutional
alternative that would lack or lessen X. Perhaps that is correct. If it is correct, my
point can be restated in one of two ways. Normative political philosophy is incom-
plete without a claim that some feasible institution will lack or lessen the injustice,
or normative political philosophy describes serious institutional defects, describing
them as injustices only if some feasible institutional alternative will lack or lessen these
defects.

6 Ronald Beiner, “What Liberalism Means,” Social Philosophy and Policy 13 (Winter 1996):
203, says the following: “A liberal is someone who says that the present social order
in contemporary, Western, democratic, individualistic and pluralistic societies is basi-
cally okay, apart from a need for improvements in equality of opportunity and more
equitable social distribution. A critic of liberalism like myself will say this is nonsense.
To this, the liberal will reply: ‘Okay, this isn’t good enough; what’s your alternative?’
It is both necessary and legitimate for me to claim that I don’t need to answer this
question. . . . That’s not my job. My job as a theorist is to criticize the prevailing social
order.” Thus Beiner claims he can engage in legitimate criticism without specifying
any institutional alternatives that will do a better job.
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of Justice argues that a society is unjust if market institutions dominate
and government’s role is limited, because free markets without state
correction allow too much of a person’s lot in life to be a result of
luck, that is, by one’s inherited natural abilities and fortuitous social
circumstances.7 Rawls argues for the difference principle, which says,
roughly, that social and economic inequalities are justified only if they
work to the greatest advantage of the most unlucky or the least advan-
taged. But how is the difference principle to be institutionalized? Rawls
answers by listing the aims of various branches of government.8 How-
ever, institutions cannot be adequately characterized by their aims. In
the real world, political decision makers do not simply have intentions
to achieve a just society that they can simply implement. They have
agendas and interests of their own. Furthermore, even if the deci-
sion makers were extremely committed Rawlsians, they would face
informational constraints, such as their ignorance about most of the
facts that are relevant for a decision, the difficulties in evaluating the
relevant evidence, and our uncertainty about predicting the conse-
quences of various policies.9 It may be that trying to instantiate the

7 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press),
1999, 62–4.

8 Ibid., 244–5. It’s worth noting that Rawls, in Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 135–40, claims that the institutions or
regime needed to support or sustain his two principles of justice would be a “property
owning democracy” (or perhaps “liberal socialism”), not a welfare state. The differ-
ence between a property-owning democracy and a welfare state seems to be that the
former relies more on a widespread redistribution of assets and wealth rather than
income. Because Rawls’s remarks seem to suggest that a property-owning democracy
maintains social-insurance programs (ibid., 139–40), it seems to me that a property-
owning democracy is a welfare state of a certain kind, but in any event, this semantic
disagreement is irrelevant for my purposes. The point is that whether we call Rawls’s
proposed institutions for instantiating or sustaining the difference principle a welfare
state or something else, Rawls never shows that his favored institutions will sustain
or instantiate the difference principle better than alternative, less interventionist or
more market-based institutions. Rawls does concede that although he outlines “a fam-
ily of policies aimed at securing background justice over time. . . . I make no attempt to
show that they will actually do so. This would require an investigation of social theory”
(ibid., 135). However, without this social theory an argument that free markets are
unjust and ought to be restricted or regulated by government programs has no force.

9 For a thorough account of these sorts of epistemic problems, see Gerald Gaus, “Why All
Welfare States (Including Laissez-Faire Ones) Are Unreasonable,” Social Philosophy and
Policy 15 (Summer 1998): 16–19. Ironically, Rawls recognized these kinds of epistemic
problems in his discussion of “the burdens of judgment,” which is his attempt to
explain the sources of reasonable disagreement. See John Rawls, Political Liberalism
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difference principle by government produces more inequalities than
Rawls believes come about by the result of unfettered markets. Certain-
ly our experience with welfare-state policies in the last half-century indi-
cates that welfare-state programs do backfire and produce something
quite different from their intended results.10

Similar problems infect Ronald Dworkin and Norman Daniels’s crit-
icisms of market health insurance (MHI). To simplify greatly (Dworkin
and Daniels’s views are discussed in Chapter 3), they argue that MHI
is unjust because it prevents the poor and the unlucky from attaining
adequate access to health care. National health insurance (NHI) is pre-
scribed as the cure, but as Daniels and Dworkin recognize, that typically
requires government rationing. They do not discuss how this rationing
will improve the situation of those who are supposedly blocked from
adequate health care in the market. It may turn out – I argue it does
turn out – that the poor and unlucky’s access to rationed services
(surgery, high-tech equipment, etc.) in NHI is much worse than the
affluent’s access to such services, in which case that kind of insurance
may be more unjust than MHI.

A sound argument for institutional change must avoid jumping
between the real and the ideal. An argument that an institution is bad
or unjust in some way is presumably about a real institution. Hence, an
argument for changing or abolishing that institution must specify a real
or realistic alternative.11 It is a mistake to condemn a real institution

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 56–7. However, he never seemed to
realize that the burdens of judgments also apply to government agencies and that
simply explaining that these agencies intend to carry out Rawlsian justice is a far cry
from showing that these agencies will do a better job than if these agencies didn’t
exist or had a different task.

10 I do not discuss Rawls’s views in later chapters, because he doesn’t provide detailed
defenses of specific existing welfare-state programs. I mention him here because
some defenders of the welfare state take their inspiration from Rawls, e.g., Norman
Daniels.

11 I say “real or realistic” because there may be no alternative in existence anywhere in
the world. However, provided the alternative is realistic, i.e., could work as advertised
without assuming substantial changes in human nature, and is similar to how real
institutions work (or at least is not terribly dissimilar), using a nonexistent alterna-
tive to compare with an existing one is acceptable. In such cases, however, one is
intellectually obligated to refute any arguments that such institutions could not exist
and/or to explain why such alternatives are not now in existence. So, e.g., I argue in
Chapter 3 that MHI is superior to government-provided versions of these insurances.
This argument requires me to explain why existing private health insurance is not
genuine MHI.
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by some ideal without showing that there are institutional processes
that have at least a decent chance of instantiating that ideal in the real
world.12 Of course, there is nothing wrong with evaluating an ideal in
terms of another ideal, but that is irrelevant for the topic at hand here
because welfare-state institutions are obviously real institutions.

This suggests the following argument for institutional change:

1. Institution X manifests or produces injustice or social evil E.
2. Institution Y has processes or mechanisms that make it likely

that it will lack E or manifest or produce less of E than X does.
3. If an institution produces or manifests more injustice or evil

than a feasible alternative, it ought to be altered or abolished.
4. Therefore, we should abolish or alter X and bring about Y.

This still isn’t quite right, because even if Y produces or manifests
less of E, the change from X to Y might produce or manifest such side
effects or so much injustice that it would be wrong to change X and
try to bring about Y.13 In any event, the preceding argument gives a
rough idea of how I will show that the welfare state is not justified.
I will argue that core welfare-state institutions, when compared with

12 In some cases, it is so obvious that the institutional alternative will eliminate the
injustice or social evil that we don’t bother to specify the former. Consider, e.g., such
horrible injustices as slavery and genocide. If the evil or injustice simply consists of
people being enslaved or murdered because of their ethnicity, race, class, etc., then
the institutional alternative that eliminates these evils is simply the cessation of slavery
and genocide. We don’t have to specify anything further, because simply abolishing
the institution eliminates the injustice or evil, and even if other injustices or evils
come about as a side effect of that abolition, we tend to think that this is irrelevant
because simply eliminating that injustice or social evil was our aim, and abolishing the
institution eliminated the injustice or social evil. It may be that obvious cases like this
mislead some thinkers into believing that identifying an institution as manifesting
or containing an injustice or social evil is sufficient to support an argument for its
alteration or abolition. However, in most cases the injustice or social evil of a certain
institution doesn’t just consist in the existence of the institution, but in some further
feature the institution manifests or brings about, and so simply ceasing to have that
institution doesn’t show that an alternative institution will manifest or produce less
injustice or social evil. Notice, also, that for those who think the evil of slavery consists
not just in the existence of slavery but what it brings about (e.g., a gross diminution
of welfare or well-being) then specifying an institutional alternative does become
essential. That is why those who oppose slavery on the utilitarian grounds that it
reduces human welfare have a more complicated argument for its abolition than
those who think human enslavement is simply a gross injustice.

13 I call this the transition problem in Chapter 8.



P1: JYD
0521860659c01 CUNY733/Shapiro Printer: cupusbw 0 521 86065 2 May 22, 2007 17:36

8 Introduction

real market alternatives, produce or manifest more injustice or social
harms, or, to put it positively, market institutions are more just or better
than present welfare-state institutions. I will call this kind of argument
comparative institutional evaluation or comparative evaluation.

1.2 Internal Versus External Arguments

My use of comparative evaluations will also avoid external arguments
and use internal arguments. To illustrate that distinction, consider
a debate between an egalitarian defender of the welfare state and a
libertarian critic. The egalitarian might defend the welfare state on
the grounds that it produces less of certain inequalities than market
institutions, and the libertarian might object that those inequalities
are not unjust or that there are more important values or principles
than reducing certain inequalities, such as protecting individual rights
or maximizing individual liberty. Notice that in this type of argument
the libertarian does not contest the view that the welfare state will pro-
duce less of certain inequalities than market institutions – or to put
it another way she seems to accept, at least for the sake of the argu-
ment, that market institutions produce more of certain inequalities
than the welfare state – and instead rejects the egalitarian view of jus-
tice and argues that libertarian values are more important than egal-
itarian ones. In this example, the libertarian is making what I call an
external argument, because she argues from a normative standpoint
outside of the egalitarian’s view. Similarly, if the libertarian defended
free-market capitalism on the grounds that it maximized individual
liberty and the egalitarian did not contest that claim but argued that
there are more important values than individual liberty, then the egal-
itarian would be making an external argument. Most political philoso-
phers today use external arguments. The use of external arguments
explains why much of political philosophy places social-science consid-
erations in the background. After all, if political philosophers disagree
about whether or not markets are superior to welfare-state institutions
(or to certain welfare-state institutions) because they disagree about
which principles of justice or political values are the most plausible
and important, then it is unsurprising that they will tend to ignore the
question of whether the institutions work the way that their opponents
assume that they do.
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Although there is nothing wrong with external arguments, and they
are appropriate for philosophical concerns with fundamental issues,
they have an important disadvantage – they tend not to produce any
resolution of the disagreement. Even though disagreement about prin-
ciples can be and often is reasonable, it is hard to convince one’s
opponents that their fundamental principles in political philosophy
are mistaken. My aim in this book is to convince defenders of the
welfare state that they are mistaken; therefore I will eschew external
arguments and use internal arguments. I will argue that the principles
that defenders of the welfare state take to support welfare-state insti-
tutions do not do so because these institutions do not work the way
egalitarians and other defenders of the welfare state think that they
do, because egalitarians and other defenders of the welfare state have
misunderstood the implications of their principles, or both.14

Internal arguments of this kind may seem insincere. If one does not
accept the opponent’s principles or values, isn’t it wrong to argue on
the basis of that principle or value for a certain conclusion?15 However,
if a principle or value one does not accept yields a conclusion that also
follows from a principle or value one does hold, there is nothing wrong
with an internal argument. One is simply arguing that you and your
opponent converge on a certain conclusion, though you begin from
different premises. Furthermore, if one can show that this conclusion

14 One might wonder why I make the distinction between internal and external argu-
ments, rather than relying on the familiar logical terms of validity and soundness.
After all, it might be said, an external argument is simply another name for an argu-
ment that is valid (conclusion follows from premises) but unsound (at least one
premise is false), and an internal argument is simply another name for an argument
that is invalid (the conclusion doesn’t follow from the premises). However, the famil-
iar logical terms aren’t illuminating for the purposes of the book for a couple of
reasons. First, they don’t reveal that the premises are political principles or values
and the conclusions concern institutions. Second, they don’t reveal a point I go on
to make in the text, that if all or almost all reasonable principles or values in political
philosophy converge on supporting certain institutions, then that institution has far
more solid support then if it were merely supported by one principle.

15 I say internal arguments of this kind raise the issue of insincerity because other internal
arguments would not. Consider two people who share a common premise or per-
spective but think that different conclusions follow from that premise or perspective.
In that case, while the argument is an internal one – one is arguing from within one’s
opponent’s perspective and not taking issue with it – because one shares a common
ground with one’s opponent, no one could reasonably maintain that one is being
insincere. The issue of insincerity arises when one argues from within a perspective
that one does not genuinely accept.
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follows from any (or virtually any) reasonable premises or principles,
then one will have provided far more solid support for the conclusion
than if the conclusion followed only from one premise or principle –
for even if some of the principles supporting the conclusion turn out to
be false or implausible, there will be some true or plausible principles
from which one can derive the conclusion. When applying this point
to the institutional question of the welfare state versus market alterna-
tives, support for the latter becomes quite strong if it is compatible with
or entailed by most plausible normative principles or perspectives in
political philosophy. If market alternatives to welfare-state institutions
are supported by most or all plausible normative principles in political
philosophy, then the debate will, or should, no longer be the welfare
state versus those alternatives but what form of market institutions are
the best.

My aim here is to shift the debate in just that way. I will provide
internal arguments that the welfare state must be rejected in favor of
market alternatives. The principles and goals that I will use to com-
pare welfare-state programs with market alternatives are mainstream
in contemporary political philosophy, specifically those principles and
goals that are used to argue that welfare states are just or are part of
the good society. (As I shall explain in Chapter 2, these principles or
perspectives are egalitarianism, positive rights theory, communitarian-
ism, and a requirement of liberalism I call epistemic accessibility.) Thus,
this book aims to marry two kinds of literature that are often treated
separately: normative arguments of political philosophers, and social-
science analysis of institutions.

1.3 Clarifying the Institutional Alternatives

My arguments require that we be very clear about the nature of, and the
differences between, welfare-state institutions and market alternatives.
This is a bit tricky because definitions of the welfare state tend to be
contentious.

1.3.1 Social Insurance and Means-tested Benefits
Government-financed and -administered insurance programs are
often labeled as social insurance. They are insurance in the sense



P1: JYD
0521860659c01 CUNY733/Shapiro Printer: cupusbw 0 521 86065 2 May 22, 2007 17:36

Clarifying the Institutional Alternatives 11

that these programs protect against common risks of loss of income
when or if certain events come to pass – retirement, illness, disease
and injury, and unemployment, for example. The modifier social is
meant to indicate a contrast with market insurance in three respects.
First, social-insurance programs are compulsory, not voluntary; sec-
ond, rates are not determined by actuarial considerations: beneficia-
ries are not charged on the basis of expected risk (the raison d’être
of market insurance); third, because competition is absent or signif-
icantly restricted, consumers have little or limited choice of types of
policies or benefits.

Social-insurance programs are universal, or nearly so, in the sense
that all or virtually all citizens receive the benefits when or if the rel-
evant contingency comes to pass. Old-age social insurance (Social
Security or SS) and NHI are the most nearly universal; unemploy-
ment insurance and programs for injured or disabled workers (work-
ers’ compensation) are less so because not everyone works or works
for an employer. As insurance programs, eligibility for benefits is
based on contribution (by beneficiary and/or employer), and because
these are government programs, contribution means paying taxes for
some period of time. However, virtually all social-insurance programs
are supplemented by or contain within them benefits for those who
have never contributed. Even the elderly who never worked get gov-
ernment retirement benefits, and “free” medical care is provided to
those who don’t pay taxes. These supplemental programs increase
the number and extent of the beneficiaries and make the programs
more universal. Provided these supplemental, noncontribution-based
programs do not dominate the contribution-based benefits, these pro-
grams as a whole remain based on contribution.

Whereas social-insurance programs are based (for the most part)
on contribution, other welfare-state programs are based on need. As
this is usually financial need, these are often labeled as means-tested
programs. The word means usually refers to income, but sometimes
income and assets are considered. Sometimes no effort is made to
“test” or ascertain a recipient’s need, and this is inferred from her
status – so, for example, those who are eligible for unemployment
assistance after their unemployment insurance benefits expire are not
required to reveal their income, but it is reasonable to infer that they
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are not affluent. Because most people in affluent democracies are not
poor, means-tested programs are not universal but selective (although
if the income cutoff is high enough or need defined broadly enough,
these turn into virtually universal programs).

Means-tested programs are often equated with government welfare.
This is a bit misleading. The word welfare has the connotation of pro-
viding cash benefits to able-bodied adults who need not (at present) be
working; yet some means-tested programs require work as a condition
for receiving benefits, and others provide in-kind aid rather than cash.
Provided one keeps these qualifications in mind, however, there is no
harm in equating means-tested benefits with government welfare. It
is important, however, to distinguish between unconditional welfare,
which provides aid without requiring work from the able-bodied or
nondisabled, and conditional aid, which does require work, or at least
requires a serious attempt to enter the work force and sharply reduces
or eliminates benefits for the able-bodied who fail to do so.

One final point about social insurance and means-tested benefits:
unless I say otherwise, my focus will not be on any particular country.
There are enough similarities among different welfare states’ social-
insurance schemes and means-tested benefits that one can meaning-
fully abstract from the differences. This same point applies to my dis-
cussion of market alternatives to welfare-state institutions, although
here I sometimes rely upon specific proposals or policies that have
been or are used in specific countries.

1.3.2 Narrow Versus Broad Definitions of the Welfare State
I define the welfare state as consisting of social insurance and means-
tested benefits. In so doing, I exclude two other sets of programs
that sometimes are considered to be part of the welfare state. First,
although state schooling is an obviously important function of mod-
ern states, its existence predates the expansion of the state’s role in
modern capitalism, and the arguments for state schooling are, to a
significant extent, different from the arguments for social insurance
and means-tested benefits. Second, I will, for the most part, exclude
the whole panoply of programs and regulations that interfere with or
heavily regulate voluntary contractual agreements between employers
and employees, such as minimum wage laws, maximum hour regu-
lation, health and safety regulations, and the like. It is defensible to
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include these regulations as part of the welfare state. They emerged
at about the same time as social-insurance programs, and the rejec-
tion of employment at will – the doctrine that employment may be
terminated by either the employer or employee without cause – was
a central feature of arguments against free-market capitalism. How-
ever, social-insurance and means-tested programs are what most peo-
ple think about when they debate the “welfare state.” For those who
insist that these regulations are an essential part of the welfare state,
then this book’s arguments need to be recast: rather than aiming to
show that the welfare state is unjustified, they aim to show that major
welfare-state programs are unjustified when compared with market
alternatives.

1.3.3 Choosing the Relevant Market Alternatives
A natural assumption is that market insurance is the direct opposite of
social insurance. Because social insurance is compulsory, nonactuarial
insurance with little choice of plans or policies, then market insurance
would have to be voluntary, actuarially sound, and provide a wide range
of plan choices. However, market insurance need not be understood
as the direct opposite of social insurance. We can distinguish between
voluntary, completely free-market insurance, and compulsory private
insurance. The latter does remove the choice about whether to take
out an insurance policy, but the management and financing of insur-
ance are, for the most part, left to market arrangements, which means
they are generally actuarially sound.16 It is this kind of insurance that, I
will argue, is justified from virtually every central normative perspective
in contemporary political philosophy. Although I believe that volun-
tary, purely free-market insurance is superior to compulsory private
insurance, I will not argue for that view in this book, because I do
not believe the former can be justified internally from the point of
view of the political values that predominate in contemporary politi-
cal philosophy. Though I do not argue for the direct opposite of social
insurance, the adoption of compulsory private insurance would mean

16 Compulsory private insurance also contains a safety net for the indigent and those
with uninsurable risks that are not wealthy. These subsidies are structured in such a
way as to not interfere with the actuarial soundness of private insurance, as I shall
discuss in later chapters.
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the abandonment of central welfare-state institutions. Social insurance
dominates the budgets of all contemporary welfare states, and thus it is
quite significant if most normative perspectives in political philosophy
should favor its abandonment.

Is there an analogue of private compulsory insurance in the realm
of welfare? Not really. Compulsory private welfare would mean that
individuals would be forced to maintain some kind of savings for times
of misfortune or to keep them out of extreme poverty or deprivation.
However, the proposal is a nonstarter because not everyone works or
has discretionary income. Hence private charity is really the only viable
alternative to state welfare.17

Now because I will argue that some versions of state welfare (those
that require able-bodied citizens to work in order to receive bene-
fits) and private charity are equally justifiable from the perspective
of mainstream contemporary political philosophy, this might seem to
imply that my arguments, if successful, do not show that the welfare
state is unjustified – even using a narrow definition of the welfare state
that excludes health and safety regulations and wage and hour regu-
lations, for example. At this point, the issue may be largely a semantic
one. Some writers make a distinction between an institutional wel-
fare state,18 which is mainly composed of universal social-insurance
programs, and a residual welfare state, which is mainly composed of
means-tested benefits or programs for the poor. If we use this distinc-
tion, all present welfare states are institutional welfare states,19 and my
arguments in this book, if successful, show that from the standpoint
of the dominant values or principles in contemporary political philos-
ophy, this kind of welfare state is unjustified. However, my arguments

17 A qualification is needed here. Historically, private charity is not the only alternative
to state welfare. Mutual-aid or fraternal societies were equally important alternatives
in the late-nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century United Kingdom and the
United States. I discuss this in an appendix to Chapter 6, where I express skepticism
that mutual-aid societies are viable in contemporary affluent societies.

18 See Norman Barry, Welfare, 2nd ed. (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1999),
ch. 8.

19 Means-tested benefits are, as a budgetary matter, the lesser part of today’s welfare
states. See Nicholas Barr, “Economic Theory and the Welfare State: A Survey and
Interpretation,” Journal of Economic Literature 30 ( June 1992): 742–5, 755, and Neil
Gilbert, “Renegotiating Social Allocations: Choices and Issues,” in Targeting Social
Benefits, Neil Gilbert, ed. (New Brunswick, NJ: 2001), 213.
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show that residual welfare states are justified or at least are permissible
from that standpoint.20

1.4 Coming Attractions

Before I compare specific welfare-state institutions with market alter-
natives, I set out, in Chapter 2, the dominant perspectives in contem-
porary political philosophy that frame my arguments: egalitarianism,
positive-rights theory, communitarianism, and a requirement of liber-
alism I dub epistemic accessibility. Chapters 3 through 5 discuss insurance
programs, specifically the ones that both dominate welfare-state bud-
gets as well as contemporary discussion: health insurance and retire-
ment pensions. Chapters 6 and 7 discuss welfare programs. In Chap-
ter 8, I take stock of what has been accomplished and discuss a possible
way defenders of central welfare-state institutions might respond to my
justification of feasible alternative market institutions: that even if my
arguments are sound, they are incomplete, because I also need to show
that the transition from unjust welfare-state institutions to feasible just
alternatives would not produce such injustice during the transition
process that it would be better to remain with the status quo. In the
final chapter, I begin to address this challenge by explaining how a
just transition can be made from the current SS in the United States
to a compulsory private-pension (CPP) system.

20 The reason I say “justified or at least permissible” is that my arguments, if successful,
show that private compulsory insurance is justified, whereas some forms of state
welfare are permissible (i.e., neither required nor forbidden). It is unclear as to
which of these programs would be more important were the changes I recommend
to happen, and so it is unclear whether residual welfare states are justified or simply
permissible.



P1: JYD
0521860659c02 CUNY733/Shapiro Printer: cupusbw 0 521 86065 2 May 22, 2007 17:42

2

Central Perspectives in Political Philosophy

The bases for my comparative institutional evaluation are those prin-
ciples and values that predominate in contemporary political philoso-
phy, in particular those that are used to justify welfare states. These are
egalitarianism (and a cousin, prioritarianism), positive-rights theory,
communitarianism, and epistemic accessibility, a requirement com-
mon to many forms of liberalism. Before I describe these, some pre-
liminaries are needed.

First, I do not discuss every major principle or value in contempo-
rary political philosophy. I ignore, for example, socialism. Socialist
principles and values either support abolishing welfare-state institu-
tions (perhaps because they are too tainted with or constituted by the
evils of market capitalism) or support welfare-state institutions as an
adjunct to socialist institutions. If the former is correct, then social-
ist concerns are not relevant for my project because the institutional
choices under consideration in this book are welfare states versus more
market alternatives. If the latter is correct (which is more likely because
most socialists today do not favor abolishing all market institutions),1

then the principles or values that they rely on are likely to be the ones I
will discuss – in particular, egalitarianism and communitarianism. I also

1 For a discussion of market socialism among socialists, see Bertell Ollman, ed., Market
Socialism: The Debate among Socialists (New York: Routledge: 1998); Christopher Pier-
son, Socialism after Communism: The New Market Socialism (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 1995); and John E. Roemer, A Future for Socialism (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1994).

16
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will not spend time discussing libertarianism because it is quite obvi-
ous that libertarians will prefer market-based alternatives to welfare
states. (Of course, libertarians would prefer pure free-market institu-
tions to the qualified form of market institutions that are the focus of
this book, but that is a separate matter).

Second, my discussion of these principles and values that are domi-
nant in contemporary political philosophy does not focus on whether
they are correct. However, I will sometimes explain how proponents of
these values attempt to justify them because that explanation is often
necessary to show why one would think these are important and rea-
sonable political principles and values. That explanation, however, will
stop before I get to their ultimate foundations or justifications.

2.1 Justice, Equality, and Fairness

2.1.1 Egalitarianism, Strictly Speaking
Many justifications of the welfare state appeal to principles of justice or
fairness. Egalitarian principles of justice dominate many of these argu-
ments, so I begin with them. Strictly speaking, egalitarian principles
of justice are those that value or defend (some kind of) substantive
material equality as such (i.e., consider it a noninstrumental value).2

By substantive material equality I mean to distinguish egalitarianism
from views that value or defend equality only in a formal sense – for
example, views that require that everyone have equal rights or that
there be equality before the law. (Henceforth, when I refer to equal-
ity I will mean equality in this substantive sense.) The reason I say
that egalitarians value or defend (some kind of) equality as such is
to distinguish egalitarianism from views that value or defend equal-
ity only as a means to an end, for example, to helping the worst off
members of society. To illustrate the difference between egalitarian-
ism, strictly speaking, and views that focus on or favor giving priority to
the worst off, consider a comparison between (1) a redistribution from
the better off to the worse off (however these terms are defined) and

2 On this conceptual or terminological matter, I have been influenced by Larry S.
Temkin, Inequality (New York: Oxford University Press), 7–8. T. M. Scanlon, The Diver-
sity of Objections to Equality (Lawrence: The University of Kansas Lindley Lecture, 1997),
1–7, has a helpful catalog of arguments that seem to be egalitarian but, strictly speak-
ing, are not.
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(2) identical gains for the worse off with equal (or even greater) gains
for the better off and suppose that the kind of inequality between the
groups is the kind that egalitarians consider objectionable. If so, then
an egalitarian will consider the first option better because there is less
inequality between the better and worst off. (This ranking is defeasible
because egalitarians will almost certainly not consider equality to be
the sole value).3 However, someone whose focus is on improving the
situation of the worst off will be indifferent between the first and sec-
ond option because the absolute position of the worst off is identical
in both cases. Although “egalitarian” is often predicated on principles
of justice, such as John Rawls’s difference principle, which states that
social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are to
the greatest benefit of the least advantaged,4 it will be clearer if such
principles are not described as egalitarian, and the label of egalitari-
anism is affixed only to views that consider equality a noninstrumental
value. Views that give priority or significant weight to improving (at
the limit, maximizing) the plight of the worst off and are only con-
cerned with equality as a means to or as a by-product of improving the
lot of the worst off will be labeled as prioritarianism or the priority
view.

The reason I said that egalitarians value some kind of equality as such
is that there are many inequalities and many respects in which one’s life
may go better or worse than another, and so any egalitarian theory must
specify which kind or kinds of inequalities or disadvantages are its con-
cern. Contemporary egalitarianism, in the last twenty years or so, has
generally focused on unchosen or involuntary inequalities.5 The root
idea – endorsed by Richard Arneson, G. A. Cohen, Ronald Dworkin,

3 Another way to put that point is to say that the former is better as far as equality is
concerned but need not be judged to be better overall.

4 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 302 and Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1993), 291.

5 Good guides to the literature of contemporary egalitarianism can be found in
G. A. Cohen, “On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice,” Ethics 99, no. 4 (1989): 906–
44; Richard J. Arneson, “Equality,” in Robert E. Goodin and Philip Pettit, eds., A
Companion to Contemporary Political Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishing,
1995), 489–507; Richard J. Arneson, “Equality,” in Robert L. Simon, ed., The Blackwell
Guide to Social and Political Philosophy (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 85–
105; and Peter Vallentyne, “Self-Ownership and Equality: Brute Luck, Gifts, Universal
Dominance and Leximin,” Ethics 107, no. 2 (1997): 321–43.
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Will Kymlicka, Thomas Nagel, John Roemer, and Peter Vallentyne6 – is
that inequalities or disadvantages that arise through no choice or fault
of one’s own are unfair and should be rectified or at least minimized in
some way. This responsibility or choice condition helps to illuminate
the overall structure of egalitarianism. Egalitarians generally divide
their theory of justice into two parts. Where people generally make
genuine or uncoerced choices, we need – as a matter of respect for
persons’ capacities to shape their own lives – individual rights that
protect the freedom to act on these choices, and fairness requires that
people be held responsible for the costs of their choices. Let us call
this the antisubsidization principle. The other side of the coin of holding
individuals responsible for the costs of their choices is that they are
entitled to the advantages they gain through their choices, therefore
inequalities or advantages resulting from choice are just. However,
when unchosen circumstances or luck rather than choice rules, fair-
ness dictates the unlucky or disadvantaged be compensated for their
disadvantages, and so such inequalities are unjust.7

Many egalitarians use a distinction between option luck and brute
luck to further explicate the structure of egalitarianism.8 Option luck

6 Richard Arneson, “Equality and Equal Opportunity for Welfare,” in Louis P. Pojman
and Robert Westmoreland, eds., Equality: Selected Readings (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1996), 229–41; G. A. Cohen, “On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice,” in
Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue: The Theory and Practice of Equality (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2000); Will Kymlicka, Contemporary Political Philosophy: An
Introduction, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), ch. 3; Thomas Nagel,
Equality and Partiality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); Eric Rakowski, Equal
Justice (Oxford: New York University Press, 1991); John Roemer, Equality of Opportu-
nity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), ch. 3; and Vallentyne, “Self-
Ownership and Equality.”

Arneson, however, has recently changed his mind and now favors the priority
view. See Richard J. Arneson, “Equality of Opportunity for Welfare Defended and
Recanted,” Journal of Political Philosophy 7, no. 4 (1999): 488–97.

7 Not all contemporary philosophers who describe themselves as egalitarians believe
that the focus should be on correcting for unchosen or involuntary inequalities. They
deny that egalitarianism is, at root, a doctrine that is concerned with substantive
material equality. I discuss this in section 2.1.3.

8 The distinction between option and brute luck comes from Ronald Dworkin, who
played the crucial role in contemporary egalitarianism’s incorporation of a responsi-
bility or choice condition. See “What Is Equality? Part 2: Equality of Resources,” Phi-
losophy and Public Affairs 10 (Fall 1981): 293. This essay has been reprinted, with slight
revisions, in Sovereign Virtue, ch. 2. There is, unfortunately, no canonical definition of
the brute luck/option luck distinction. Dworkin originally defined it so that option
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is the kind of luck or risks one could reasonably have taken into
account when making choices, and brute luck is the kind of luck or
risks one could not have reasonably avoided having or undertaking.
(A slightly different way of making the distinction is in terms of rea-
sonable influence: option luck concerns outcomes that it is reasonable
to believe one could influence, while this is not true of brute luck).
Because option luck is the kind of luck one can legitimately be said to
choose to take into account or to influence, egalitarians view advan-
tages derived from option luck as justly acquired; hence, option luck is
placed in the part of the theory having to do with choice and responsi-
bility. Regarding this way of understanding egalitarianism, its primary
concern or aim is to extinguish or at least minimize the effects of bad
brute luck. Most egalitarians do not see extinguishing or minimizing
the effects of good brute luck as an essential aim of justice.9 However,
they do think that the beneficiaries of good brute luck are the ones
who are supposed to compensate the victims of bad brute luck. Those
whose advantages are achieved by choice or option luck are entitled to
their advantages, so they cannot justly be compelled to aid the unlucky.
Because the point of the transfer from the beneficiaries of good brute
luck to the victims of bad brute luck is not to harm the former but
to aid the latter, some egalitarians insist that the transfers are justified

luck is luck that results from a deliberate or calculated gamble, but later egalitarians
have modified this, probably because Dworkin’s definition seems too restrictive. The
key intuition behind the distinction is whether choices significantly influence one’s
outcomes, and choices can play a significant role even where one does not deliber-
ate or calculate. My use of the distinction comes from Vallentyne’s gloss on Dworkin’s
distinction; see Vallentyne, “Self-Ownership and Equality,” 329, as well as “Brute Luck,
Option Luck, and Equality of Initial Opportunities,” Ethics 112, no. 3 (2002): 531–8.
For egalitarian skepticism about the usefulness of the distinction between option and
brute luck as a way of tracking responsibility, see Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen, “Egali-
tarianism, Option Luck, and Responsibility,” Ethics 111 (April 2001): 548–79.

9 There are at least two reasons for this. First, as Vallentyne notes (“Self-Ownership
and Equality,” 329–32), to the extent egalitarians endorse some kind of principle
of self-ownership, certain ways of attempting to limit persons’ brute good luck, such
as preventing them from exercising their native talents, are unjust. Second, as G. A.
Cohen notes, egalitarians are generally not interested in reducing inequalities among
those who are very well off (e.g., between someone who is very rich and someone
who is just rich) in part because egalitarianism becomes a very unappealing doctrine
if it focuses on leveling down or worsening the position of the better off where this
produces no benefit for those who are significantly disadvantaged. Cohen, “Incentives,
Inequality and Community,” in Equal Freedom: Selected Tanner Lectures on Human Values,
Stephen Darwall, ed. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995), 335.


