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Combining Democratic Equality and Luck Egalitarianism

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The notion of responsibility plays a crucial part in the debate between 

proponents of democratic equality, like Rawls, and defenders of luck 

egalitarianism, such as Dworkin. In this paper it is argued first that the two 

theories could be combined, and second that they should be combined to 

achieve a theory of justice that puts personal responsibility in its proper place. 

The two theories can be combined because they deal with different problems 

of justice. They ought to be combined because, first, luck egalitarianism needs 

a theory of background justice, and second, a theory of justice must supply an 

answer to the question of just individual allocations, something not provided 

by democratic equality. Democratic equality and luck egalitarianism solve each 

other’s problems. The combined theory will lead to allocations of goods that 

respect both the difference principle and the envy test. 
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Introduction 

The notion of responsibility plays a central part in liberal egalitarian political philosophy. The 

debate between proponents of democratic equality and defenders of luck egalitarianism concerns 

the appropriate way to hold people responsible for their choices in terms of the theory of justice. 

If we believe that the concept of justice means that people’s lots in life should be equal with 

respect to circumstances for which they are not responsible, while inequalities are permissible if 

they arise from circumstances under their control, then a central issue in the theory of justice 

becomes for what people can and should be held responsible. The intuition behind democratic 

equality is that responsibility should not play a role in defining justice, and the luck egalitarian 

view is that justice is sensitive to people’s choices and that responsibility is therefore essential to 

justice. We need to know where to make the cut between circumstances for which people are and 

are not responsible, in order to decide which is the appropriate conception of justice.  

In this paper, I will argue that we should make not one but two such cuts, and 

hence that we need two interrelated conceptions of the concept of justice. I will first demonstrate 

that Rawls’s democratic equality view1 and Dworkin’s luck egalitarianism2 can be combined, as 

                                            
1
 The obvious place to start is John Rawls A Theory of Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), but see also 

John Rawls’s Political Liberalism, 2nd edition, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996) and Justice as Fairness: A 

Restatement (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001). Elizabeth S. Anderson defends 

democratic equality against luck egalitarianism in ‘What Is the Point of Equality’, Ethics, 109 (1999), 287-337. 

2
 The term “choice egalitarian” probably better captures Dworkin’s intentions, but the “luck egalitarian” label has 

stuck, so I will use it throughout. The canonical statement of Dworkin’s theory of equality of resources was 

published in Ronald Dworkin, ‘What is equality? Part 2: equality of resources’, Philosophy and Public Affairs, 10 (1981), 

283-345. It is also reprinted along with other papers on equality in Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue – The Theory and 

Practice of Equality (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000). Other important papers that started this tradition are 
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they deal with two different questions of justice. Rawls’s theory is a theory of background justice, 

and I shall argue that we should interpret Dworkin’s luck egalitarianism as a theory of justice in 

terms of individual allocations. Within this interpretation, the theories answer different questions 

about justice. The two theories should be combined because we want answers to both questions 

and because neither theory can answer both questions on its own. Rawls’s difference principle 

supplies us with a macro outline of the distribution of income in a just society, but it does not say 

which person should end up at which point in this distribution. But as Dworkin has pointed out, 

who gets what is a question we want to have answered when we are thinking about justice. On 

the combined view, holding a person fully responsible for bad option luck in a society in which 

background justice is in place is to say that he or she deserves to end up among the least 

advantaged in a society that is designed so that the least advantaged are as well off as possible. 

This is letting responsibility play a role. A further reason for combining the two theories is that if 

luck egalitarianism is applied against a Rawlsian background, then it is not susceptible to the 

counterarguments from callousness that have been put forward by Elizabeth Anderson. I will 

present a combined theory that allows us to say that in a just society the ambulance can pass by 

neither the negligent nor the prudent, but people can still be held accountable for their choices. I 

shall then argue that personal responsibility should not play a role in the development of the ideal 

of social justice, but when just background conditions for responsible agency are in place, it 

would be not reasonable to refrain from holding people responsible for their choices.  

This article consists of six parts, the first of which provides some background on 

the concept of justice and the value of responsibility, and a discussion on the major role of the 

latter value in the quest for an appropriate conception of justice in political philosophy. Here I 

                                                                                                                                        
the classics by G.A. Cohen, ‘On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice’, Ethics, 99 (1989), 906-944, and Richard 

Arneson, ‘Equality and Equal Opportunity for Welfare’, Philosophical Studies, 56 (1989), 77-93. 
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will also introduce the distinction between social and allocative justice, which will help us in 

combining the two theories. The second section focuses on Rawls’s strict egalitarianism3 and on 

his views on justice and responsibility. The third section presents Dworkin’s criticism of Rawls’s 

theory of justice as fairness and outlines Dworkin’s theory of equality of resources. The fourth 

section is devoted to Anderson’s criticism of that theory. The fifth section starts by identifying an 

impasse. Not including responsibility, like Rawls, means that choices do not play a role, whereas 

including that value, like Dworkin, leads to the problems of callousness. I suggest that we could 

combine Rawls’s strict egalitarianism with Dworkin’s luck egalitarianism, and hence that we could 

make two responsibility cuts. The sixth section, argues that the two theories should be combined, 

since they solve each other’s problems. The outlines of such a combined theory are sketched and 

some appealing features of such a theory are highlighted.  

 

Social Preferences, the Accountability Principle, and the Concept of Justice 

Let us start with H.L.A. Hart’s distinction between concepts and conceptions.4 The concept of 

justice is our pre-theoretical and everyday notion of how goods ought to be distributed. A 

conception of justice is a theoretical and normative attempt to spell out a coherent and 

reasonable specification of that concept.5 This section is devoted to laying the groundwork for 

the investigation of justice from such a perspective.  

                                            
3
 I am using the phrase strict egalitarianism in a technical sense that will be explained in the next section. 

4 H.L.A. Hart, The Concept of Law, 2nd edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), pp. 156-167, and especially p. 160 

and p. 163.  

5 John Rawls uses this distinction in op. cit. (1971), on p. 5, when he is explaining the role of justice, and Ronald 

Dworkin makes use of it in Taking Rights Seriously (London: Duckworth, 1977), pp. 134-136.  
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When economists started testing game theory empirically, some surprising results 

emerged, which will help us to identify the outlines of the concept of justice. In the “ultimatum 

game”, one party proposes a split of a resource and the other party either rejects the proposal and 

neither party gets anything, or accepts and the resource is split according to the proposal. In this 

game, proposers offer about 40% of the total pie, and respondents commonly reject offers below 

20%. In the “dictator game”, the respondent does not have the option to reject a proposal. 

However, the proposers still offer, on average, about 20%. Standard economic rationality would 

predict that proposers would offer the lowest possible amount above zero in the first game and 

nothing in the second. This would guarantee that a rational responder would accept the offer in 

the ultimatum game, and, of course, that in the dictator game a rational player would not consider 

the other player at all when deciding what split to propose.6 There is a fairly clear pattern in the 

results, which becomes only becomes clearer the less self interest there is at stake in a distributive 

choice, and this has led researchers to suspect that there is a structure to our preferences that 

could explain them. Since the pioneering study of Yaari and Bar-Hillel7 in the early eighties, 

numerous attempts have been made to find this structure in our preferences.8  

                                            
6
 Colin Camerer, Behavioral Game Theory: Experiments in Strategic Interaction (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2003). 

7
 M. E. Yaari and M. Bar-Hillel, ‘On Dividing Justly’ Social Choice and Welfare, 1 (1984), 1-24.  

8 Among the more influential papers that have attempted explanations in terms of justice are the studies of Gary E. 

Bolton and Axel Ockenfels, ‘ERC: A Theory of Equity, Reciprocity, and Competition’, American Economic Review, 90 

(2000), pp. 166-93, Ernest Fehr and Klaus M. Schmidt, ‘A Theory of Fairness, Competition and Cooperation’, 

Quarterly Journal of Economics, 114 (1999), 817-868, James Konow, ‘A Positive Theory of Economic Fairness’, Journal of 

Economic Behavior and Organization, 31 (1996), 13-35, and Gary Charness and Matthew Rabin, ‘Understanding Social 

Preferences with Simple Tests’, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 117 (2002), 817-869. 
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One especially promising option is the accountability interpretation of people’s 

social preference for equitable division. The accountability principle says that an individual’s 

entitlement varies in direct proportion to the value of the individual’s relevant discretionary 

variables, but does not hold the individual accountable for the values of exogenous variables.9 A 

discretionary variable in this model is one that is under the control of the individual; often this 

has to do with choice. An exogenous variable is one that is not under the control of the 

individual. The principle implies that individuals should get equal shares if they are equally 

responsible for the outcomes, and that any fair step away from equality must depend on 

differences in responsibility exercised by the parties. In empirical tests that include production at 

the stage prior to the split, this model does exceptionally well.10 Social science may have gotten a 

handle on the concept of justice.  

Not only does this research accurately predict people’s distributive choices, but it 

also provides a framework in which the most central views on liberal justice can be systematized. 

Cappelen et al.11 have proposed such a framework that captures both the central views on justice 

in political philosophy and the concept of justice as described by the accountability principle. At 

first glance, the accountability principle might seem like a way of describing luck egalitarianism, 

but this is not so. Strict egalitarians say that there are no relevant discretionary variables, whereas 

                                            
9 See James Konow, ibid. 

10 See James Konow, ‘Fair Shares: Accountability and Cognitive Dissonance in Allocation Decisions’, American 

Economic Review, 90 (2000), 1072-1091, pp. 1082-1087, for an R2 of 0.983. 

11 Alexander Cappelen, Erik Ø. Sørensen, and Bertil Tungodden, ‘Responsibility for what? An experimental 

approach to responsibility and fairness’, NHH Discussion Paper 15/05, (2005), and Alexander W. Cappelen, Astri D. 

Hole, Erik Ø. Sørensen, and Bertil Tungodden, ‘The Pluralism of Fairness Ideals: an Experimental Approach’, 

American Economic Review, (forthcoming). 
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libertarians believe that all variables are to be considered as discretionary, coercion aside. There 

are also two intermediate positions. Choice egalitarians—in other words, luck egalitarians—

believe that people should only be held responsible for their choices. Meritocrats also hold 

people responsible for their choices, but they also think that we can be held responsible for our 

personal characteristics, such as our talents. These theories agree on the general outline of justice, 

but they make different responsibility cuts.12 The research concerning people’s actual fairness 

ideals shows that people tend to spread out over the four positions.13 This line of research gives 

us one way of pinning down the concept of justice, but if we are to find the proper conception of 

justice, we must engage in normative debate about for what, if anything, we should hold people 

responsible. 

It might seem that if we could locate the correct responsibility cut, we would have 

honed in on a solution to the problem of justice. We could then rather easily move from the 

concept to the (best) conception of justice. However, finding the right conception of justice is 

more complicated than it might seem. The answer to the question of what is the best 

conceptualization of a moral concept depends on the specific moral problem with which we are 

concerned. There are at least two different types of justice problems.14 On the one hand, allocative 

justice concerns the way in which we should divide (or, rather, allocate) a given bundle of goods 

among a given set of individuals, knowing their preferences, needs, and desires. Here we ask, who 

should get what? This is the typical problem in economic analysis, and most work in experimental 

economics focuses on questions of allocative justice. On the other hand, debate in political 

philosophy often concerns the structure of the institutional framework in a just society. This I shall 

                                            
12

 See Cappelen et al., op. cit. (2005). 

13
 See Cappelen et al., op. cit. (forthcoming).  

14 Rawls, op. cit. (2001), p. 50. 
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call the question of social justice.15 David Miller explains it as the moral problem that appears when 

we are within circumstances that satisfy three conditions: first, there is a group of people 

connected in a framework that distributes benefits and costs; second, there are institutions that 

are responsible for this distribution so that we can apply principles of justice to them; third, there 

are ways of changing this institutional structure in accordance with such principles. Or, 

conversely,  

 

…if we do not inhibit bounded societies, or if people’s shares of goods 

and bads do not depend in ways we can understand on a determinate set 

of social institutions, or if there is no agency capable of regulating that 

basic structure, then we no longer live in a world in which the idea of 

social justice has any purchase.16  

 

It makes a world of difference if we are concerned with justice in single economic transactions, as 

in allocative justice, or with the institutional design of a just society, as in social justice. Even if we 

could solve the problem of justice in the wider case of social justice, it does not necessarily follow 

that we would also have a solution appropriate for the narrower case of piecemeal transactions. 

Each problem must be investigated on its own terms, and might need its own conception of the 

general concept of justice. Furthermore, there may be interrelationships between the two levels, 

which should be taken into account when designing the different conceptions. The issue of 

personal responsibility plays a major part in exemplifying these points in the remainder of this 

                                            
15

 Rawls, ibid., p. 50, calls this distributive justice, but this is terminology seems slightly misleading, since one may 

say, without misusing ordinary language, that allocative justice also deals with questions of justice in distribution.  

16 David Miller, Principles of Social Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 6. 
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paper. The intuition that I will investigate is if the concept of justice needs two different 

conceptions for the problems of allocative and social justice. 

 

Rawls on Justice and Responsibility 

John Rawls’s theory of democratic equality is an attempt to answer the question: “How are the 

institutions of the basic structure to be regulated as one unified scheme of institutions so that a 

fair, efficient, and productive system of social cooperation can be maintained over time, from one 

generation to the next?”17 The goal is to set up the institutions of the basic structure—the main 

political and social institutions of society—so that we can say that the distribution of rights, 

opportunities, and resources is fair, regardless of exactly who gets what, or, to put it another way, 

regardless of the resulting allocation between actual persons. This is pure procedural background 

justice, and a clear-cut example of a theory of social justice.  

The idea is that a theory of justice should start with institutional background 

justice, because the basic structure plays such an important role in how people’s lives turn out 

and in what choices they make. Outcomes for people in real life do not depend solely on the 

choices that they make. Both cultural backgrounds and innate capabilities play roles in 

determining the central responsibility variables of choice and talent. What part should these be 

allowed to play in social justice? Rawls’s answer is clear: none. “No one deserves his greater 

natural capacity nor merits a more favourable starting place in society.”18 In other words, 

responsibility for these factors has no place in the design of a just basic structure, and, hence, not 

in our conception of justice. In Cappelen’s terminology, Rawls is a strict egalitarian, because he 

holds that there are only exogenous variables at stake in justice. To grasp the intuition, consider 

                                            
17

 Rawls, op. cit. (2001), p. 50. 

18
 Rawls, op. cit. (1971), p. 102. 
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whether talent or choice should play a role in determining into what sort of society a baby 

deserves to be born. Neither talent nor choice gets a grip here. Responsibility comes into play for 

Rawls after we have set up the basic structure justly. Background justice concerns the fair 

background conditions for responsible choice. The idea is that when background justice is 

achieved, “[i]t is left to the citizens as free and equal persons, secure in their rights and liberties 

and able to take charge of their own life, to avail themselves of the opportunities guaranteed to all 

on a fair basis.”19  

 How, then, do Rawls’s two principles of justice deal with the impact of culture 

and innate talent? The second of his two famous principles consists of two sub-parts: fair equality 

of opportunity and the difference principle. Fair equality of opportunity says that not only should 

positions in society be open to all, but all should also have a fair chance of attaining them. “The 

expectations [of culture and achievement] of those with the same abilities and aspirations should 

not be affected by their social class.”20 When this principle is implemented, individuals’ choices 

are no longer determined by the contingencies of the socio-cultural background. This creates the 

starting points from which individuals can be held responsible, since one very important reason 

for not holding people responsible is removed. Note also that if aspirations and abilities are fully 

culturally determined, then these are also equalized by this maneuver. However, we may assume 

that even if aspirations are functions of culture, we could not reach all the way to equality of 

aspiration as long as the institution of the family remains (possibly forever), and we probably 

have at least some abilities that are innate. These facts are part of the reason that we also need the 

difference principle. If these contingencies of nature cannot or should not be eradicated, there is 

another solution. We could try to arrange the basic structure so that these contingencies work for 

                                            
19

 Rawls, op. cit. (2001), p. 171. 

20
 Rawls, op. cit. (1971), p. 73. 
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the good of those least advantaged.21 When this is the case, those who gain more, presumably 

those with more innate talent, do so in a way that is to the most advantage for the least talented.  

The difference principle is generally taken to include the distribution of income 

and wealth only, but correctly understood it also implies that there should be a safety net, 

including medical care for all. The difference principle underwrites equality of opportunity and 

equal citizenship; in order to function as an equal citizen one needs health care at various stages 

in life, and therefore the state is obliged to provide such care.22 When the two principles are in 

effect, there is a place for the notions of responsibility and therefore desert, because choice is not 

determined by factors irrelevant to justice. But Rawls points out that “this sense of desert 

presupposes the existence of the cooperative scheme; it is irrelevant to the question whether in 

the first place the scheme is to be designed in accordance with the difference principle or some 

other criterion.”23 Responsibility ascriptions have their place within the basic structure.  

 To sum up, Rawls is aiming to develop a conception of justice for the 

problem of social justice. This conception falls into the category of strict egalitarianism and 

does not incorporate the values of responsibility and desert. 

 

Dworkin on Justice and Responsibility 

It is sometimes said that Ronald Dworkin revived the egalitarian cause by incorporating the idea 

of responsibility directly into the theory of equality.24 In order to see how this was done, we now 

                                            
21

 See Rawls, op. cit. (1971), pp. 63-65. 

22
 Rawls, op. cit. (2001), pp. 173-176. 

23
 Rawls, op. cit. (1971), p. 103. 

24
 G.A Cohen, ‘On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice’, Ethics 99 (1989), p. 933. 
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turn to Dworkin’s theory of equality of resources. This theory is the standard example of luck 

egalitarianism. A good way to start is to look into the faults Dworkin finds with Rawls’s 

conception of justice. The first basic problem is that it is not fine-tuned enough. The difference 

principle works to improve the lot of the least advantaged group in society. Equality, however, 

says Dworkin “is in principle a matter of individual right rather than group disposition.”25 

Equality of resources is an attempt “to provide a description [of] equality of resources person by 

person, and the considerations of each person’s history that affect what he should have, in the 

name of equality, do not include his membership in any economic class.”26 The second problem 

concerns responsibility. Rawls fails to take seriously individual history and choice. By invoking 

the difference principle, Rawls mistakenly “supposes that flat equality in primary goods, without 

regard to differences in ambition, taste, and occupation, or to differences in consumption, let 

alone differences in physical condition or handicap, is basic or true equality.”27  

In other words, egalitarian justice is achieved when individual entitlements, where 

appropriate, are based on individual choice. Where Rawls famously starts with a contract, 

Dworkin starts with an auction. The distribution of goods in a society is just when it mimics the 

outcome of this auction-based thought experiment. We are to imagine a group of shipwrecked 

people who come ashore on a deserted island full of the resources they need. They all agree that 

no one has a prior claim to any of these resources, i.e., there are no relevant discretionary 

variables. They decide to hold a Walrasian auction, where each gets an equal amount of markers 

to use in bidding for the resources he or she individually prefers. They apply the so-called envy 

test to ensure that equality is preserved. This idea says that a justified division is achieved when 

                                            
25 Dworkin, op. cit. (1981), p. 340.  

26
 Ibid., p. 340. 

27
 Ibid., p. 343. 



 13 

no one prefers anybody else’s bundle of goods. The test is satisfied, because if a person envies 

someone else’s bundle, he or she is free to bid for it. In this way every person bears the cost of 

his or her choice of lifestyle, while equality is preserved. Every immigrant is responsible for the 

use he or she makes of the markers he or she has been dealt at the start of the auction. The 

measure of equality of resources is then the allocation that would result from an auction in which 

all participating parties have equal resources at the start. This is how justice can be individualized.  

However, after some time on the island, some people will have worked more than 

others, some will have fallen sick, some will have been lucky in business, and of course, accidents 

will happen. When such things have happened, the envy test will no longer be satisfied. It is here 

that Dworkin’s famous distinction between brute and option luck applies. Option luck has to do 

with how deliberate gambles turn out, for instance if a person decides to play the stock market 

and loses his or her money—or, for that matter, grows very rich. Brute luck concerns plain bad 

unforeseeable luck, such as being hit by a meteorite, or in the case of brute good luck, finding a 

lost treasure. Insurance provides a bridge between brute and option luck. If insurance is available, 

then brute luck is converted into option luck. Thus, the envy test can still be satisfied. A person 

who prefers to play it safe can buy insurance, while risk-takers can choose to go without a safety 

net. In setting up the auction, we “have already decided that people should pay the price of the 

life they have decided to lead…[s]o we have no reason to object…to a result in which those who 

decline to gamble have less than some of those who do not.”28 We should neither object to the 

fact that some people gamble and win nor to outcomes where they have gambled and lost. 

Redistribution from winners to losers is ruled out, because this would mean that the winner 

                                            
28

 Ibid., p. 294. 
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would be made to bear the cost of the life choices of the losers. This is how responsibility can be 

brought into the theory of justice.  

Dworkin makes one further distinction to clarify for what people are responsible. 

The goal of equality of resources is that holdings should be ambition-sensitive, but not 

endowment-sensitive. The allocation of resources must be sensitive to the choices that people 

make, with regard to, for example, savings, consumption, and production, but it must not be 

sensitive to exogenous variables, such as talent, handicaps or brute luck.29 In short, a distribution 

of goods is just if it could have been achieved from a starting point of equal shares by trade, 

holding people responsible for ambition and option luck while compensating for bad brute luck 

and equalizing the result of unequal endowments. In conclusion, Dworkin’s theory of justice 

answers questions like who should get what; it is a conception of justice that deals with allocative 

justice. It solves the two problems that Dworkin finds with Rawls’s theory by incorporating the 

value of responsibility in the conception of justice. 

 

Anderson and the Problems of Luck Egalitarianism 

We turn now to perhaps the most important critic of Dworkin and luck egalitarianism, Elizabeth 

Anderson. She finds many faults with that theory, but here we will concentrate on four aspects of 

                                            
29

 I should mention that Dworkin also extensively discusses extensively a hypothetical insurance scheme to handle 

the issue of handicaps. Including this complication does not change the conclusions I will reach. Furthermore, I 

believe that John Roemer has conclusively shown that Dworkin’s thought experiment does not produce the 

conclusions for which he is looking; see John E. Roemer, Theories of Distributive Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1996), chapter 7. The parties behind this veil of ignorance would allocate more resources to those who are 

most able to use them efficiently in the pursuit of utility. In other words, the healthy and vigorous would get the 

money. 
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it that bring into focus the question of responsibility.30 The first is what Anderson calls the 

abandonment of negligent victims. If only bad brute luck should be compensated, it follows that the 

results of bad option luck are of no concern to justice. Basically, it could be just that the 

ambulance passed by a dying person who has made a deliberate decision not to buy insurance. 

The second, and similar, problem can be called the abandonment of the prudent. A person who is 

struck by several incidents of bad option luck may end up in a situation in which he or she is 

unable to afford insurance. It might be more prudent to feed one’s children than to pay the 

insurance bill. Such a person can have made all of the reasonable choices and still end up 

uninsured. If this person finds himself or herself in the traffic accident above, it is just, according 

to the luck egalitarian view of justice, that the ambulance passes by. Both of these problems are 

related to the third problem: the lack of a safety net. There is something counterintuitive about a 

theory of justice in which, even if only in principle, the fact that some people have absolutely 

nothing is considered just. There is in principle no limit to how low one can fall in a society 

governed by such principles. The final problem we will discuss goes under the heading of the 

vulnerability of dependent caretakers. This has to do with the traditional way to rear children: daddy 

works and the mother tends the children. The difficulty for luck egalitarianism is that women, 

being no less talented than men but choosing to stay home to care for their children, will not 

make much money for themselves. Apparently, they make a lifestyle choice of being dependent 

on their spouses, and this dependency comes out as entirely just. For these reasons, Anderson 

presents the following indictment of Dworkin’s view of justice: 

 

                                            
30 Anderson, op. cit. (1999). 
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The fact that these evils are the product of voluntary choices hardly 

justifies them: free choice within a set of options does not justify the set of 

options itself. In focussing on correcting the supposed injustices of nature, 

luck egalitarians have forgotten that the primary subject of justice is the 

institutional arrangements that generate people’s opportunities over time.31  

 

Luck egalitarianism has some severe drawbacks when conceived as a conception of social justice. 

How does Rawls’s theory of democratic equality handle these four problems?32 Let us start with 

the vulnerability of dependent caretakers. From a Rawlsian perspective, this is first and foremost 

a question of fair equality of opportunity. Life choices should be made against a background 

where positions are open to all, and everybody should have a fair chance of attaining those 

positions. It seems obvious that this is not the case when we look at the fact that it is 

predominantly women who are caretakers in any society we care to investigate. If we are to take 

fair equality of opportunity seriously, we should strive to create a society in which the choice of 

becoming a caretaker does not depend on cultural preconceptions of gender. If we could say, 

which we cannot, under present circumstances, that it is a solely a personal choice to become a 

homemaker, then we could also consider this problem solved. However, doing so would miss an 

important part of the complaint, namely that women become economically dependent on men. 

                                            
31

 Ibid., pp. 308-309. 

32
 There are clear similarities between the views of Rawls and Anderson, but Anderson prefers Sen’s notion of 

capabilities to primary social goods and also seems to have more republican leanings than Rawls. Therefore, it makes 

sense to ask this question about Rawls’s view, even though both writers position themselves in the democratic-

equality camp.  
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We can deal with that issue while discussing the abandonment problems and the lack of a safety 

net. As we have seen above, the difference principle implies a social minimum, including medical 

care, which solves the problem of the lack of a safety net and by ensuring that there is a limit to 

how low one can fall in a just society. This kind of safety net guarantees that the ambulance 

passes by neither the negligent nor the prudent, because it includes an assured level of health 

care. This also solves both abandonment problems, since people are afforded health care 

regardless of their responsibility characteristics. Moreover, the difference principle guarantees 

each person a basic minimum income. If equal basic liberty, fair equality of opportunity, and the 

difference principle are in effect, we can say that caretakers have all the liberties of citizens, have 

made the free choice to become caretakers against a full background of options, and are 

guaranteed an income determined by the difference principle. Men and women are equal citizens, 

and consequently are guaranteed individual incomes. Hence, democratic equality solves all four of 

luck egalitarianism’s problems.  

 

How Democratic Equality and Luck Egalitarianism Could Be Combined 

We seem to have come full circle. Including responsibility, and solving the problem of fine-

grainedness with Rawls’s conception of justice, leads to other equally troubling difficulties. How 

do we proceed from this impasse? First of all, we need to identify where exactly the problems lie. 

For this purpose, it is instructive to compare democratic equality with the envy test. This test 

could be applied to any background structure where property rights are guaranteed. Consider a 

caste system, in which beliefs are widespread that some group in society should do the menial 

tasks and some other group have a claim to high-ranking positions and where the educational 

backgrounds of the citizens reflect this. When equal assets have been allocated and trade has 
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taken place, an envy-free distribution of goods will have been achieved. But this distribution will 

risk mimicking the caste ideal. If people believe that they are not entitled to positions of power 

and prestige, they will not pursue such positions. The members of the upper caste will occupy the 

positions of wealth and power. The lower castes will end up in society’s lower positions. This 

would hardly be just. Dworkin takes the background that is Rawls’s focus for granted, which 

means that cultural characteristics will be included when we consider the issue of social justice for 

which we should not be held responsible. The envy test misses this aspect of responsibility. It 

seems that what causes the problem for equality of resources is that it is not a theory about 

background justice. Rawls presents what seems to be a more appealing conception of social 

justice. 

Should luck egalitarianism be discarded? No, it should be understood as a 

conception of allocative justice. Since luck egalitarianism is silent on background justice, there 

will be not contradiction or incoherency in appending a conception of social justice to that 

theory. As a theory of social justice, we should prefer the Rawlsian conception, but this does not 

imply that democratic equality is helpful to, or even appropriate for, allocative justice. We must 

also consider what allocative decisions we should make when background justice has been 

implemented. 

Anderson points out that the difference between democratic equality and luck 

egalitarianism is that the former envisions justice as a social relationship, while the latter views it 

as a pattern of distribution. The former aims to secure the social conditions of freedom for all. 

The goal of the latter is to achieve a just allocation of resources. Democratic justice looks at 

distributive issues through the lens of considering the effect on people’s standings as equal 

citizens. Often, according to Anderson, “the weight of an interest can be determined by 
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considering the impact on a person’s standing as an equal in society.”33 However, there are cases 

“where the concepts of equal standing and respect don’t yield a determinate answer to how 

capabilities should be ranked, the ranking may legitimately be left up to democratic legislation.”34 

As we have seen above, Rawls leaves it up to free and equal citizens to take charge of their lives 

after background justice is implemented; this also implies that social justice does not, and should 

not, pronounce on every question of fairness. Anderson says that a democracy should promote 

the common good, but the question is then how this good is to be understood, if democratic 

equality does not yield a determinate answer. It is clearly true that there is room for democratic 

decisions here, but should we also believe that justice is quiet on the design of the policy that will 

result? Surely it is not the case that anything goes. Presumably, we should allocate fairly. The 

problem for democratic justice is that is not a theory of allocative justice. 

 To illustrate, I will discuss two areas where the problem of allocation appears: 

contracts and everyday politics. First, let us look at how wages should be set. Anderson says that 

one thing that is owed to equal citizens is “the right to receive fair value for one’s labor.”35 Can 

Rawlsian background justice give an answer to the question of fair wages? It seems not, because 

the principle that governs the distribution of income in society deals with the distribution 

between groups. The difference principle points to a specific shape of the curve of distribution of 

resources in society, but it is silent on the question of whether or not the salary people receive in 

a society that has implemented that curve is fair. When the difference principle has been applied, 

it is still possible that within the given range, individuals have wages different from what would 

be just. We cannot use the two Rawlsian principles of justice to solve this question, because it is 

                                            
33

 Anderson, op. cit., p. 332. 

34
 Ibid., p. 332. 

35
 Ibid., p. 318. 



 20 

not a problem concerning the background of transactions, but a question of justice in 

transactions. Democratic equality is silent on such problems. Moreover, we expect wages to take 

responsibility factors, such as ambition, into account. A person who works more hours, or just 

works harder, should get more money in return. When background justice is in effect, we would 

want an allocative principle of justice that takes ambition into account. These are intuitions that 

are in line with the results we have seen in the experiments in empirical game theory. Democratic 

equality is neither individualized nor ambition-sensitive, and cannot be applied to such problems. 

What was a virtue in social justice becomes a vice in allocative justice. This suggests that luck 

egalitarianism is plausible candidate for a conception of allocative justice. 

  It might be thought that this is a problem particular to the economic sphere, 

but it also affects political issues proper. Assuming that Rawlsian background justice has been 

implemented, a problem of externalities can serve as an example. Say that a city is experiencing 

traffic congestion and needs a solution to the problem. The citizens of the city decide to 

implement a system in which drivers must pay a fixed sum to enter and exit the city. The system 

would therefore hold people responsible for choosing to use their cars. This would presumably 

cause people with low incomes to decrease their driving the most, while the richer segments of 

society would make only small adjustments to their driving habits. Would this be just? If we 

assume the responsibility cut that Rawls made when he developed his theory of justice, it seems 

not. In that case, we are told not to hold people responsible for their choices. This makes strict 

equality the obvious criterion of justice. However, to make this responsibility cut when we 

already have assumed background justice would be a strange maneuver. We have implemented a 

theory of background justice, the purpose of which is to ensure that everyone can develop and 

exercise responsibility. If we do not hold people responsible for their choices at this point, it 

would be clear that we are not taking responsibility at all seriously. Therefore, we should look for 
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a theory that says that it is just for those who drive in the city to bear the costs of creating a 

sustainable traffic situation.36 Again, this suggests that we should look in the direction of luck 

egalitarianism for a plausible conception of allocative justice.  

  Democratic equality is best understood as a conception of social justice, 

whereas luck egalitarianism is a very plausible candidate for the conception of allocative justice. 

Democratic equality is silent on issues of allocative justice, and luck egalitarianism does not deal 

with social justice. This is why democratic equality and luck egalitarianism can be combined. They 

deal with different problems.   

 

Why Democratic Equality and Luck Egalitarianism Should Be Combined 

What would this combination come to? The combined view would say that when social 

background justice is implemented, then most outcomes for people within this structure will 

depend on choice and that only outcomes that result from exogenous variables should be 

equalized. This is where we make use of the conception of social justice. It is only against the 

proper background that justice implies that we should be held accountable in the sense that luck 

egalitarianism proposes. With this background in place, we should strive for allocations that are 

individualized and ambition-sensitive. This is where the conception of allocative justice comes 

into play. Any inequality due to brute luck should be compensated, but not differences that are 

the results of ambition. Dworkin starts from equal shares; in this combined picture we can 

understand these initial equal shares as the shares given by the difference principle (and fair 
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equality of opportunity). When trying to solve a problem of, for instance, externalities in a well-

ordered society, choice should matter, whereas brute luck should not matter.  

  So maybe we can combine these two conceptions of justice in one theory of 

justice, but why should we? If we look at this question from a Rawlsian perspective, we find that 

we need to complement the two principles with a conception of allocative justice, that it would 

be incoherent to argue against the value of responsibility within well-ordered societies, and that 

we need an allocative principle that is individualized and responsibility-sensitive. The Rawlsian 

needs to respond to Dworkin’s critique. If we instead start from luck egalitarianism, we find 

ourselves in the position that we need to complement that theory with a conception of 

background justice, which defines the property rights that the envy test takes for granted, that 

solves the Anderson problems, and hence that does not incorporate the value of responsibility. 

The first answer is that the two conceptions solve each other’s problem. 

  We find that that the proponents of democratic equality are looking for an idea 

of allocative justice that is individualized and ambition-sensitive, and we are reminded that we 

had settled for democratic equality as a conception of social justice without having replied to 

Dworkin’s criticisms of Rawls. The first reply should be that democratic equality is silent on the 

question of allocative justice. It is in fact compatible with any number of conceptions of fairness 

in allocation. It does not say who should get what, but rather talks about the fair background 

conditions for allocative decisions. The second reply should be to admit that democratic equality 

is incomplete as a theory of justice if it cannot advise at all on questions of allocative justice. The 

proponent of democratic equality should, then, welcome the application of luck egalitarianism to 

problems of allocative justice within societies where social justice is in effect. They ought to 

welcome a theory that is fine-grained and committed to the view that considerations of 

responsibility should play a role when fair background conditions is substituted for the natural 
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and social lotteries. By accepting the combined view, the Rawlsian gains a way of responding to 

Dworkin’s criticism, without having to give up any part of his or her conception of social justice. 

  It is natural to think of luck egalitarianism as a conception of social justice. 

However, all the basic intuitions can be retained, even if we, instead, decide to think of it as a 

conception of allocative justice instead. Allocations will still be ambition-sensitive, but not 

endowment sensitive, even if the allocations is constrained by the difference principle and fair 

equality of opportunity. Furthermore, allocations can be fine-grained against any backdrop. In a 

picture, luck egalitarianism says that we should be held individually responsible for how we 

approach lotteries; it does not say anything about what the structure of the prizes in the lottery 

should be. This is how the combined view can solve the four Anderson problems, without 

compromising the core values of luck egalitarianism. It defines the prize structure. The difference 

principle solves the problems of callousness, by setting up a minimum level of welfare that no 

one can fall below. Holding people responsible, applying luck egalitarianism, against this 

background means that the reckless will have to accept to end up among the least advantaged. 

What luck egalitarians have to give up is the idea that holding people responsible means that, e.g., 

the reckless should have absolutely nothing. It is hard to see why this should be an essential 

aspect of luck egalitarianism. Furthermore, it is hard to see what a luck egalitarian could have 

against fair equality of opportunity. Inequalities in opportunities might even seem to fall under 

the category of endowment inequality. Democratic equality solves Anderson’s four problems, and 

by applying luck egalitarianism within societies that have implemented social justice, we can also, 

and at the same time, solve the two problems that Dworkin finds with Rawls. In order to solve 

the problems of democratic equality, we need luck egalitarianism, and vice versa. The solution to 

the impasse is, then, to combine democratic equality and luck egalitarianism. 
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  The salary and road-toll examples above give some indication, but in order to 

get a clearer view of how the combined view would work, let us revisit Dworkin’s island. The 

problem faced by its shipwrecked inhabitants is how they should go about dividing a bundle of 

goods among a group of individuals, knowing their preferences, needs, and desires.  Finding their 

new home filled with goods to which no specific individuals has any prior entitlement, they start 

from equal shares and then let the preferences and choices of each decide the final allocation of 

goods. If these Robinsons had instead been washed up on an island with a Rawlsian basic 

structure somehow in place, they could use the same auction mechanism to decide exactly which 

person would get what resource. They would need a conception of justice that is individualized, 

that takes people as they are, and that considers responsibility. This is also why they cannot use 

Rawls’s strict egalitarianism to solve their allocative problem. If the background institutions 

necessary for people to achieve equal power to develop and exercise moral responsibility have 

been successfully implemented, then it seems unreasonable to again insist on a principle of justice 

that does not hold people responsible for their choices. It borders on the incoherent. 

As second way of understanding the question why should democratic equality 

and luck egalitarianism be combined, would be to take it to mean, why not instead meritocracy or 

libertarianism? These are the two other conceptions of justice in the Cappelen model. First of all, 

we need to ask what conception should then be substituted? The argument thus far has led us to 

the conclusion that social justice should not be responsibility-sensitive. In other words, the 

question must be why should not democratic equality be combined with a meritocratic or 

libertarian conception of allocative justice? Let us start with asking why not meritocracy? One 

could think that if democratic justice in effect, fair equality has been applied and the value of 

responsibility is applicable, then it would only be reasonable to hold people responsible for their 

talents, and not only for their choices. However, we should remember that one of the reasons 
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that we need the difference principle is that inequalities due to innate talent must be alleviated, 

since the natural lottery cannot be stopped completely. The difference principle assuages the 

inequalities that result from differences in talents, it does not eradicate them. Any difference in 

innate talent must be a result of the natural lottery; otherwise fair equality of opportunity would 

have equalized it. Social justice does not make innate differences in talent fair. Therefore, 

meritocracy should not take the place of luck egalitarianism. 

We should also prefer luck egalitarianism to libertarianism as the conception of 

allocative justice. The reason for this has to do with the problem of determining to what degree 

different individuals are responsible for surplus produced in collective ventures, such as firms. 

Anderson points out that the “the productivity of a worker in a specific role depends not only on 

her own efforts, but on other people performing their roles in the division of labor. Michael 

Jordan could not make so many baskets if no one kept the basketball court swept clean.” (1999, 

p. 322) The result of production cannot be fully traced back to the responsible actions of any 

given person. The surplus has been produced collectively. Exactly how many baskets would 

Michael Jordan have made on littered courts? The plausible answer is many, but still fewer than 

he actually managed. This suggests that if the results of exogenous variables should be equalized, 

then wages should be equal within the firm to the degree that the result of the firm is not 

traceable to the effort of given individuals.37 Basically, then, these two other conceptions get 

responsibility wrong. In the case of libertarianism, this conception has no material to work with 

when there are no identifiable personal responsibility characteristics. Meritocracy does still give 

the natural lottery too much sway. The second answer, then, to the question of why luck 

egalitarianism and democratic equality should be combined, is that a combination that includes 
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meritocracy or libertarianism would still have drawbacks, that the marriage between the Rawlsian 

and Dworkinian perspectives would not have.  

  If we opt for the combined view, we would then simultaneously hold two 

different conceptions of the concept of justice as true. There would be no obvious theoretical 

contradiction since allocative justice and social justice deal with different problems. This is why 

the can solve each other’s problems. However, there would be conflicts in practice, when the 

accumulative effects of holding people responsible in too many areas lead to violations of the 

difference principle, as might be the case in the earlier road-toll example. In such cases, social 

justice should take precedence over allocative justice, since allowing our concerns (based on 

considerations for justice) about holding people responsible to undermine the preconditions for 

holding people responsible is getting things backwards. We need to have social justice in effect, in 

order to be able to properly apply our conception of allocative justice. Democratic equality fixes 

the property rights that the envy test starts from. Giving luck egalitarianism priority would 

undermine democratic equality, whereas the opposite ordering allows us to maintain the insights 

of the former theory while avoiding its drawbacks. Therefore, implementing a basic structure 

governed by the two principles should be given priority over the achievement of allocative 

justice.  

  Let me end by listing some noteworthy implications of the combined view. 

First, if we hold this view, we can hold people responsible, while abandoning neither the 

negligent nor the prudent, because we do not let the effect of holding people go all the way to 

deprivation, or further. This is the only aspect of their theory that luck egalitarians must give up, 

and that price seems cheap. Providing a safety net for the reckless does not mean that people are 

not held accountable for their recklessness. Second, if the Rawlsian theory of justice is given 

lexical priority, and allocative luck egalitarian decisions are made against this background, then no 
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distribution will take responsibility factors into account in a way that should bother Rawls or 

Anderson. The background justice for which democratic equality aims will be in effect, and 

therefore there should be no further problems of responsibility. Anderson pointed out that the 

options that people face should also be justified in terms of justice, and when democratic equality 

is implemented, they are. Third, in a society where such a combined theory is in effect, each 

instance of the distribution of goods will be choice-sensitive and individualized, in the manner 

sought by Dworkin. These last two points would mean that each distribution would satisfy both 

the difference principle (on the social justice level) and the envy test (on the allocative level).  

 

Concluding Remarks 

This paper has examined the idea that the concept of justice should be conceptualized differently 

for of the problems of allocative and social justice. I hope to have shown that there is a natural 

way to combine the Rawlsian intuition that we should not be held accountable for the type of 

society into which we are born and the Dworkinian intuition that justice should be individualized 

and choice-sensitive. The same underlying concept of justice may be able to explain both 

intuitions; even so, the question of social justice and that of allocative justice will have very 

different answers. We should make two responsibility cuts. Democratic equality and luck 

egalitarianism are two different conceptions of justice and are best interpreted as having different 

areas of application. I have suggested that we should be both democratic and luck egalitarians, in 

(perhaps even lexical) order, because we need to consider both social and allocative justice. To do 

this, we must interpret luck egalitarianism not as a theory of social justice, but as a theory with the 

more narrow scope of just allocations. This is contrary to Dworkin’s intentions, perhaps, but it is 

consistent with the justificatory story he presents. Furthermore, such a combination solves 
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difficulties with both positions without compromising their core insights. Rawlsian justice solves 

the four problems of luck egalitarianism that we have discussed by providing fair equality of 

opportunity and by applying the difference principle. Luck egalitarianism is an appropriate 

conception of justice for allocative problems, and as such it solves the two major problems that 

Dworkin found in Rawls’s arguments. It gives us a way to achieve justified ambition-sensitive 

individual allocations against a fair background. It is not sensible to hold people responsible 

before a social structure that can sustain responsibility is in place. When social justice is 

implemented, the background structure needed to create responsible citizens is in place, and the 

difference principle will have defined what “equal shares” means in a given society. It would be 

unreasonable to say that people are responsible and then refuse to hold them responsible. 

Therefore, we should be luck egalitarians within democratic egalitarian societies. The general 

liberal egalitarian need not choose between Dworkin and Rawls.  

 


