13 PHILOSOPHICAL ISSUES, 11
Social, Political, and Legal Philosophy, 2001

Inequality: A Complex,
Individualistic, and
Comparative Notion!

Larry S. Temkin

Introduction

Equality has long been among the most potent of human ideals,
and it continues to play a prominent role in political argument.
Views about equality inform much of the debates about such wide-
ranging issues as racism, sexism, obligations to the poor or hand-
icapped, relations between developed and developing countries, and
the justification of competing political, economic, and ideological
systems. Unfortunately, these debates have been shrouded in er-
ror and confusion, for few ideals have been more widely dis-
cussed, yet less well understood, than the ideal of equality.

This essay is divided into two main parts. In part I, I distin-
guish between different kinds of egalitarian positions. I show that
numerous so-called egalitarian positions are compatible with the
central tenet of non-egalitarianism, and suggest a core notion that
would distinguish egalitarians from non-egalitarians. In addition,
I claim that there is an intimate connection between equality and
fairness, and suggest that egalitarians should be pluralists both in
terms of other ideals and in terms of the kinds of equality that
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matter. In part II, I gather together, for the first time in an es-
say, some of the central results of my book, Inequality.? 1 intro-
duce my approach to understanding equality as a complex,
individualistic, and comparative notion. In addition, I briefly ad-
dress several questions about which many have been confused or
mistaken. These include whether inequality matters more at high
levels or low levels, whether variation in population size affects
inequality, and whether one should focus on whole lives in com-
paring individuals with respect to inequality. Finally, I briefly con-
sider a possible implication of my work that would be surprising
and dismaying.

The aim of my essay is modest, but important. It is to contrib-
ute to a better understanding of the ideal of equality. I do not
argue that one should care about equality. Nor do I address the
question of how much one should care about equality, assuming
one should. It seems to me that until one understands the notion
such questions are premature.

One preliminary comment. The set of issues that most philoso-
phers and political scientists cast in the terminology of equality,
most economists cast in the terminology of inequality. The issues
are the same, but there are two ways of talking about them. Thus,
the egalitarian’s concern to promote equality, just is the concern
to reduce inequality. In general, I shall follow the economists’ usage,
which I find more perspicuous. However, in contexts where it would
be misleading or awkward to do so, I shall follow the philoso-
phers’ usage. I trust, in each case, context will make my meaning
plain.

Part 1

Egalitarians come in many stripes. Too many, I'm afraid. There is
no consensus as to what egalitarianism is, hence no single posi-
tion being defended or attacked. Worse, both advocates and op-
ponents conflate equality with a host of other positions. This is
unfortunate. We cannot make progress in this difficult area until
we are clear what we are arguing about. The main aim of this
part is to help rectify this situation. I want to carefully distin-
guish between different possible egalitarian positions, so that fu-
ture debates can be more focused and effective. Unfortunately, to
do this properly involves some boring taxonomy. Nevertheless, years
of reading and lecturing about equality have convinced me that
although some of these distinctions have long been recognized,
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too often they are overlooked or ignored. Moreover, much need-
less confusion could be avoided if they were kept in mind. In the
interests of space, I shall largely restrict myself to bald—but not,
I think, unwarranted—assertions.

A. Philosophers have long distinguished between purely formal
principles of equality and substantive principles of equality, where,
roughly, a formal principle is one that demands universality in its
application, while a substantive principle is one that demands that
people be treated equally in certain respects. Unfortunately, this
distinction is neither as clean, nor as helpful as one might hope.
Many positions meet the criteria of both formal and substantive
principles of equality, and among positions that meet the stated
criterion of a substantive principle of equality, some are associ-
ated with a deep and thoroughgoing commitment to equality, while
others are not. Consequently, it may be useful to distinguish be-
tween equality as universality principles, equality as impartiality
principles, and equality as comparability principles.

Roughly, equality as universality reflects the view that all rea-
sons and principles must be universal in their application. The
view that all blue-eyed people should be made kings, and all brown-
eyed people paupers meets the equality as universality criterion!
So too would the more restricted view that all blue-eyed people
named Temkin should be made kings, and all brown-eyed people
not named Temkin paupers. Thus, no matter how inegalitarian a
view may be in its motivation and implications, all that matters
for a view to be egalitarian in this sense is that it apply univer-
sally. Equality as universality corresponds to the notion of pure
formal equality noted above. It is widely regarded as a basic prin-
ciple of rationality.

Equality as impartiality reflects the view that all people must
be treated impartially. Of course, positions can vary dramatically
in their understanding of what treating people impartially re-
quires. Kantians believe we treat people impartially by treating
them all as ends, and never merely as means. Utilitarians believe
we treat all impartially when we count each person’s interests as
of equal weight in deciding what maximizes the good. Certain
Marxists believe we treat all impartially by following the dictum
“from each according to his ability, to each according to his need.”
Though each of these views has its own conception of impartial-
ity, each is committed to treating people equally in the sense of
being impartial between them. Note, those committed to equality
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as impartiality will also (tend to) be committed to equality as
universality, but the reverse need not hold.

Equality as comparability reflects a different kind of commit-
ment to equality. Equality as comparability reflects a funda-
mental concern with how people fare relative to others. More
particularly, I believe the fundamental view underlying equality
as comparability is that it is bad for some to be worse off than
others through no fault or choice of their own. Importantly, those
committed to equality as comparability will also be committed to
both equality as impartiality and equality as universality, but their
substantive views extend significantly beyond a concern for uni-
versality or impartiality. Correspondingly, many committed to
equality as universality or equality as impartiality lack the con-
cern for equality as comparability. Thus, one might say that equal-
ity as comparability reflects a deeper and more thoroughgoing
commitment to equality than either equality as universality or
equality as impartiality. Such a view reflects a significant and dis-
tinctive commitment to equality as an independent substantive
ideal.

To see the value of these distinctions, let us consider some claims
of Amartya Sen, one of the most thoughtful and influential writ-
ers on equality.

Most philosophical discussions of equality have focused on two
questions: Is equality really desirable? And what kind of equality
should we seek—that is, insofar as we are egalitarians, should we
want equality of opportunity, primary goods, need satisfaction,
welfare, or what? Sen has suggested that only the second ques-
tion is really in doubt. According to Sen, virtually all moral theo-
ries “want equality of something,” what they differ about is
“equality of what?” Thus, “income-egalitarians...demand equal
incomes,...welfare-egalitarians...equal welfare levels,...classical util-
itarians...equal weights on the utilities of all, and...libertarians...
equality with respect to...rights and liberties.” 3

Sen’s view is interesting and important. Yet many will find it
hard to believe that utilitarianism and libertarianism—two views
most widely associated with non-egalitarianism—are in fact egal-
itarian positions. Indeed, it seems clear that there is something
distinctive about positions like income-egalitarianism, primary
goods-egalitarianism, or welfare-egalitarianism, and that such po-
sitions share a spirit or focus that is fundamentally different from
that of utilitarianism or libertarianism.

So what are we to make of Sen’s claims? I think Sen is right
that there are important senses in which virtually all contempo-
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rary moral views incorporate commitments to equality. But what
they are committed to are equality as universality and equality as
impartiality. They are not all committed to equality as compara-
bility. Indeed, notoriously, both permit gross inequalities between
better- and worse-off. The utilitarian’s fundamental concern is to
maximize utility; the libertarian’s fundamental concern is for peo-
ple to act freely, without interference, as long as they respect the
rights and liberties of others. Neither has a fundamental concern
for how people fare relative to others.

Aristotle’s famous principle of equality, that likes should be
treated alike, and unalikes should be treated unalike, has long
been regarded as a merely formal principle of equality. It corre-
sponds to what I have called equality as universality. By itself,
such a principle tells us nothing about how “likes” or “unalikes”
should actually be treated, it is not committed to treating all
people impartially, and it neither approves, nor condemns, some
being worse off than others through no fault or choice of their
own.

The widely-held view that all person’s should be treated with
equal consideration and respect? expresses a commitment to equal-
ity as universality, but it is not just a formal principle like Aris-
totle’s. It is also a substantive principle of equality, in that it
expresses a commitment to impartiality that Aristotle’s principle
lacks. Still, by itself, the view is sufficiently broad as to be com-
patible with any moral principle that insists on impartiality, and
so might be endorsed by such diverse positions as Kantianism,
utilitarianism, Marxism, or libertarianism. Correspondingly, while
such a position is compatible with equality as comparability,
it does not entail it. Thus, it need not reflect the distinctive
thoroughgoing commitment to equality expressed by equality as
comparability.

Virtually all agree that equality as universality is necessary as
a condition of rationality. And virtually all contemporary theo-
rists agree that equality as impartiality is a requirement of any
plausible moral principle. But whether a further, deeper, commit-
ment to a distinctive principle of equality as comparability is de-
sirable remains highly disputed.

B. Let us next distinguish between instrumental egalitarianism
and non-instrumental egalitarianism. On instrumental egalitarian-
ism, equality is extrinsically valuable—that is, valuable because it
promotes some other valuable ideal. On non-instrumental egali-
tarianism equality is intrinsically valuable—that is, valuable in
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itself, over and above the extent to which it promotes other ide-
als. On instrumental egalitarianism, the value of equality is deriv-
ative from the value of the ideal it promotes. Thus, the ideal of
equality does not play a fundamental role in one’s account of the
moral realm. On non-instrumental egalitarianism, equality is a dis-
tinct moral ideal with independent normative significance. Thus,
a complete account of the moral realm must allow for equality’s
value.

Non-egalitarians can readily admit that equality sometimes pro-
motes other desirable ideals. Their central tenet is that equality
is not a fundamental ideal. Those who would refute the non-
egalitarian must endorse non-instrumental egalitarianism.

Unfortunately, failure to recognize the distinction between in-
strumental and non-instrumental egalitarianism is responsible for
much confusion regarding the nature and value of equality. Many
who think of themselves as egalitarians are in fact only instru-
mental egalitarians, though they may not realize this. Moreover,
they believe, wrongly, that a defense of instrumental egalitarian-
ism is sufficient to refute non-egalitarians. Similarly, many non-
egalitarians are in fact instrumental egalitarians, but they think,
wrongly, that they must reject the arguments of instrumental egal-
itarians if they want to remain non-egalitarians.

Defending an instrumental egalitarian position requires two
moves: a defense of the ideal that equality is purportedly promot-
ing, and a defense of the claim that in certain circumstances equal-
ity promotes that ideal. Neither move has any bearing on whether
equality is a fundamental ideal. The first involves a normative
claim about the value of an ideal other than equality; the second
strictly involves an empirical fact. Thus, one hoping to respond
to the non-egalitarian’s central tenet in fact gains nothing by sup-
porting instrumental egalitarianism.

Let me illustrate some of these claims. Many people argue for
equality—and in so doing think of themselves as opposing non-
egalitarianism—because they favor significant redistribution from
the better- to worse-off. But the reasons they have for favoring
such redistribution vary markedly, and may have nothing to do
with a concern for equality itself. For example, some favor such
transfers for humanitarian reasons—they favor equality solely as
a means of reducing suffering, and given the choice between re-
distribution from the better- to worse-off, and identical gains for
the worse-off with equal, or even greater, gains for the better-off,
they would see no reason to favor the former over the latter. Such
people are instrumental egalitarians, rather than non-instrumental
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egalitarians. Their position offers no more support of equality as
an independent ideal than utilitarianism, which, of course, also
favors transfers from better- to worse-off on all and only those
occasions that maximize utility. Similarly, some would favor trans-
fers from better- to worse-off as a way of promoting freedom—
they believe that genuine freedom involves the autonomous
formulation and effective implementation of a meaningful life plan,
and this requires satisfaction of one’s basic needs, acceptable lev-
els of resources or primary goods, and freedom from social, eco-
nomic, and political coercion of a sort incompatible with great
inequality. And the list goes on. Socialists, capitalists, communi-
tarians, and others all might favor redistribution from better- to
worse-off purely for instrumental reasons.

Instrumental reasons for promoting equality may have tremen-
dous moral significance—but, as noted, they do not support the
value of equality per se. Unfortunately, many have not recognized
this, and thus concern for equality is often conflated with other
concerns that equality may, under certain circumstances, pro-
mote. One striking example of this is Rawls’s maximin principle,
which requires that we maximize the expectations of the repre-
sentative member of the worst-off group.” Maximin is widely re-
garded as an egalitarian principle, and many who accept maximin
think of themselves as egalitarians. Yet maximin is concerned with
how well off the worst-off fare, it is not concerned with how the
worst-off fare relative to others. Thus, maximin licenses vast in-
creases in inequality, if necessary for improving—however slightly—
the worst-off. Of course, in most cases promoting equality will
improve a situation according to maximin. Hence maximin s plau-
sible as an instrumental egalitarian position. Moreover, like most
plausible moral principles—maximin is acceptable both as a prin-
ciple of equality as universality, and also as a principle of equality
as impartiality. But maximin is no different from utilitarianism in
these respects. It is not plausible as a non-instrumental egalitar-
ian position in the sense I am concerned with in this essay. It
does not express a distinctive thoroughgoing commitment to equal-
ity as comparability.

We have distinguished many different kinds of egalitarian posi-
tions: equality as universality, equality as impartiality, equality as
comparability, instrumental egalitarianism, and non-instrumental
egalitarianism. Having done this, in the remainder of this essay, |
shall use the term egalitarian and its correlates to refer to those
who share the deep thoroughgoing commitment to equality as com-
parability, and in particular to those who believe in the non-
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instrumental value equality. So, for my purposes, egalitarians believe
that how people fare relative to others has independent moral
significance, and in particular, they believe that it is bad for some
to be worse off than others through no fault or choice of their
own. Naturally, those who wish to continue to use the term egal-
itarian to refer to other positions may legitimately do so, but it is
important not to conflate distinct positions.

C. I have claimed that a principle of equality as comparability
is one whose principal concern is with how people fare relative to
others and which regards it as bad for some to be worse off than
others through no fault or choice of their own. I have also claimed
that only non-instrumental egalitarianism conflicts with the cen-
tral tenet of non-egalitarianism. Many have wondered how there
could be anything bad about inequality itself, over and above the
extent to which it affects other ideals. Notoriously, egalitarians
are accused of engaging in the “politics of envy,” as if only envy
could account for a concern with how people fare relative to oth-
ers, rather than a concern with how people fare. In addition, many
wonder about the relevance of the “no fault or choice of their
own” clause. After all, if inequality really is bad “in itself,” what
difference does it make how it comes about?

These worries raise a host of important questions. Unfortu-
nately, I can only say a few words about each. Let me begin by
carefully interpreting, or qualifying, my claim that inequality is
bad “in itself.” If I give one piece of candy to Andrea, and two to
Rebecca, Andrea will immediately assert “unfair!” This natural
reaction suggests that equality is intimately connected with no-
tions of fairness. I say “intimately connected with” advisedly. On
my view, equality is a subtopic of the more general—and even
more complex—topic of fairness. Specifically, concern about in-
equality is that portion of our concern about fairness that focuses
on how people fare relative to others. So, our concern for equality
is not separable from our concern for a certain aspect of fairness;
they are part and parcel of a single concern. We say that certain
inequalities are objectionable because they are unfair; but by the
same token, we say that there is a certain kind of unfairness in
being worse off than another through no fault or choice of one’s
own.

This explains the importance of the “no fault or choice” clause.
Egalitarians are not committed to the view that deserved
inequalities—if there are any—are as bad as undeserved ones. In
fact, I think deserved inequalities are not bad at all. Rather, what
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is objectionable is some being worse off than others through no
fault or choice of their own. The reason for this is simple. Un-
deserved inequality is unfair, but deserved inequality is not.

The egalitarian is not committed to the implausible view that
it is bad for parents or citizens to freely and rationally sacrifice
for their descendants so that their descendants will be better off
than they. Nor is the egalitarian committed to the implausible
view that it is bad for imprisoned criminals to be worse off than
regular citizens, if the egalitarian believes that the criminal could
have been as well off as others, but freely and rationally chose a
life of crime. In such cases, the unequal outcomes are not unfair,
and hence not objectionable, because the worse-off are so by their
own free choice. These cases presumably differ from those where
the worse-off are so because they were unlucky enough to born
into poverty, or with severe handicaps, or with the “wrong” color
skin in a racist society.

The preceding reminds us that egalitarians are not simply con-
cern with how much inequality obtains, they are concerned with
how bad the inequality is. Thus, while there may be more inequal-
ity in one situation than another, that needn’t be worse if the
greater inequality is deserved, but the lesser is not.

In thinking about this it helps to remember a simple point.
Inequality is rampant in the universe. There are more electrons
than protons, more roaches than whales, more numbers than moun-
tains. These inequalities are real. But they are merely factual,
descriptive, or arithmetical inequalities. Of the innumerable de-
scriptive inequalities, only a few have normative significance. Egal-
itarians may argue as to which inequalities have normative
significance, or whether some inequalities are more significant than
others. But they can agree, I think, that only undeserved inequal-
ities matter.

It is, of course, extremely difficult to decide when people are
worse off than others through no fault or choice of their own.
Egalitarians tend to think this is often, or nearly always, the case.
Non-egalitarians tend to think this is rarely, if ever, the case. This
raises enormous practical and theoretical issues for egalitarians.
But it is important to distinguish the difficulty of determining
when inequalities are undeserved from the crucial normative ques-
tion of whether only undeserved inequalities are objectionable. It
is an interesting question to what extent debates between people
who think of themselves as egalitarians or non-egalitarians actu-
ally turn on whether prevalent inequalities, such as those pro-
duced under capitalism, are undeserved.
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Are egalitarians necessarily envious? Are they “maliciously cov-
etous or resentful of the possessions or good fortune of another”
(as Webster’s Third New International Dictionary defines the term
“envious”)? Surely not. When an egalitarian condemns past in-
equalities between clan leaders and their followers, or servants,
she is not “maliciously covetous” or “resentful” of the clan lead-
er’s possessions or good fortune. Indeed, she may well believe,
rightly, that she is much better off than the clan leader ever was.
Nevertheless, she believes it is bad—because unfair—for some to
be much worse off than others through no fault or choice of their
own. Thus, the egalitarian’s judgment is not motivated by enwvy,
but by a sense of fairness. At least, I believe that is what an
egalitarian’s judgment should be motivated by, whether consider-
ing other societies or one’s own.

D. Milton Friedman reputedly claimed that people can serve
only one master, and that master is freedom. Those sharing Fried-
man’s view that the true, or correct, moral theory must be
monistic—that there can be one and only one “true” moral ideal—
often argue against equality by appealing to examples like the
following.

Imagine two alternative outcomes, A and B. A and B are each
perfectly equal outcomes, that is, within each outcome each per-
son would be as well off as every other. However, those in A
would all be much better off than those in B in terms of re-
sources, welfare, freedom, opportunity, etc.

Surely, A is a better outcome than B, since everyone in A is
equally well off, and much better off than those in B. However, A
is not better than B regarding equality; they are equivalent, since,
by hypothesis, both are perfect regarding equality.

Monistic egalitarians—those who believed that equality was the
only moral value—would have no reason to prefer A to B. But
this, we agree, is implausible. A is better than B. But what does
this show? All it shows is that if we are egalitarians we should be
pluralists. We should admit that equality is not our only ideal,
that it is but one, among others, that we value. Correspondingly,
we should distinguish between our “purely” egalitarian judgments—
our judgments about how situations compare regarding equality,
and hence the judgments we would make if equality were our only
concern—and our all things considered judgments—our judgments
about how situations compare after giving each ideal its due weight.

If we were committed to moral monism, arguments such as the
preceding would successfully undermine egalitarianism. (Though
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the stubborn monistic egalitarian could, of course, implausibly in-
sist that there s nothing to choose between A and B, since in-
equality is all that matters.) But there is little reason to believe
moral monism is true, and good reason to believe it is false.

Equality is not the only ideal that would, if exclusively pur-
sued, have implausible or even terrible implications. The same is
true of justice, utility, freedom, and probably every other ideal.
Recall Kant’s view that “justice be done though the heavens should
fall.” Do we really think, with Kant, that it would be wrong to
falsely imprison an innocent man for even five minutes, if that
were necessary to save 1,000,000 innocent lives? Or consider the
principle of utility, which would require us to torture an innocent
person if only enough people had their lives improved by the tini-
est of amounts because of our action. Or finally, consider the im-
plications of unfettered freedom to act as one wants without
government interference, as long as one doesn’t interfere with the
rights or liberties of others. Such a principle could allow complete
neglect of the least fortunate, even regarding basic necessities such
as food, clothing, shelter, and healthcare. Considerations such as
these do not show that each of these moral ideals should be re-
jected, only that morality is complex.

As noted, one of the most widely debated issues among egali-
tarians concerns what kind of equality is desirable. This issue is
extremely important, both practically and theoretically. Clearly,
different outcomes or choices will seem better or worse regarding
equality, depending on what kind of inequality one is concerned
with. Moreover, one must be particularly careful in determining
what kind of inequality matters, since, as has long been recog-
nized, equality of one kind will often require inequality of an-
other. For example, equality of income may correlate with inequality
of need satisfaction between the handicapped and the healthy,
and vice versa. Similarly, in many circumstances equality of oppor-
tunity may correlate with inequality of welfare, and vice versa.

Many assume that concern for one kind of equality rules out
concern for others. Correspondingly, philosophers favoring differ-
ent conceptions of what kind of equality matters have gone to
great lengths illustrating cases where rival conceptions have im-
plausible implications. Unfortunately, on a pluralistic view of mo-
rality the assumption in question is dubious. Perhaps different
kinds of equality matter in different contexts. Or perhaps even in
the same context there are strong reasons for promoting different
kinds of equality. Thus, the question “equality of what?” may
have several plausible answers.
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As we have just seen, the fact that ideals like equality, utility,
or freedom sometimes have implausible, or even terrible, implica-
tions, does not show that those ideals do not matter. It merely
shows that each ideal, alone, is not all that matters. Likewise, the
fact that different conceptions of what kind of equality matters
sometimes have implausible implications does not necessarily show
that those conceptions do not matter. Equality, like morality it-
self, is complex. And more than one conception may be relevant
to our “all things considered” egalitarian judgments.

My own view is that a large component of the egalitarian’s con-
cern should be with equality of welfare; but as I use it “welfare”
is a technical term that needs to be interpreted broadly, and with
great care. It must appropriately include, among other things,
most of the elements that Amartya Sen carefully distinguishes in
his sophisticated account of functionings, capability sets, freedom,
agency, and well-being.% However, I also think the egalitarian should
give weight to equality of opportunity.

Suppose, for example, that we lived in a world not too unlike
the actual one, in which a relatively small percentage of people
were very well off, while the vast majority were much worse off.
Concern for equality of welfare would impel us to raise everyone
to the level of the best-off. But suppose, for empirical reasons of
limited resources, this were not possible. Concern for equality of
welfare might then impel us to redistribute from the better-off to
the worse-off. But if the percentage of better-off were small, this
might do little to actually improve the lot of the worse-off, its
main effect might be to reduce the better-off to the level of the
worse-off. Even if we think this would be an improvement regard-
ing equality of welfare, we might agree it would not be an im-
provement all things considered. Thus, we might conclude that in
such a case we must accept, even if not happily, a significantly
unequal situation regarding welfare.

Still, we might distinguish two versions of this scenario. In one
version, the better-off group are members of a hereditary aristoc-
racy. They, and their descendants, have been guaranteed a place
in the better-off group. Likewise, the members of the worse-off
group, and their descendants, are destined to remain in the worse-
off group regardless of their abilities or efforts. In the second ver-
sion there is genuine equality of opportunity. At birth, each person,
and her descendants, has an equal chance of ending up in the
better-off group.

By hypothesis, the two versions of the scenario are equivalent
regarding equality of welfare. Yet, I think many would agree the
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second is better than the first all things considered, and better
largely, if not wholly, because it is better regarding equality of
opportunity. I think, then, that qua egalitarian, one should care
about equality of opportunity. But this concern should be in ad-
dition to, rather than in place of, a concern for equality of wel-
fare. The second situation may be perfect regarding equality of
opportunity—but it still involves many people who are worse off
than others through no choice of their own. The egalitarian, qua
egalitarian, will regard this as objectionable. It would be better,
regarding equality, if, in addition to everyone having equal oppor-
tunities, they actually fared equally well.

Does the egalitarian have to make room in her spectrum of
concerns for other kinds of equality? Perhaps, but I am inclined
to think that, theoretically at least, the plausible elements of most
other kinds of equality will be captured by a sufficiently sophis-
ticated interpretation of welfare. Still, in the real world it may be
extremely difficult or undesirable to pursue equality of welfare,
for a host of political, practical, and moral reasons. Given this, it
may well be better to pursue equality of other kinds, such as
income, resources, primary goods, or need satisfaction. However,
we must be careful to distinguish our ultimate reasons for advo-
cating one kind of equality over another. There may well be a
difference between the option that is most desirable, from an egal-
itarian perspective, and the option that is most desirable or fea-
sible all things considered, and we must not fool ourselves that
the latter is necessarily the same as the former.

Part 11

The considerations in this part are addressed to those who accept
non-instrumental egalitarianism. I claimed that according to this
position it is bad—Dbecause unfair—for some to be worse off than
others through no fault or choice of their own. Unfortunately, as
we shall see next, it is one thing to note such a position, quite
another to accurately interpret it, or unpack what it involves.
As noted, most philosophical discussions of equality have fo-
cused on two questions: Is equality really desirable? And what
kind of equality should we seek? These are important questions.
But egalitarians must address a slew of other questions as well,
including, but by no means are limited to, the following: When is
one situation worse than another regarding inequality? Does in-
equality matter between groups, or between individuals? Does in-



340 LARRY S. TEMKIN

equality matter differently at high levels than low levels? Is
inequality affected by variations in population size? If one com-
pares individuals with respect to inequality, should one focus on
their lives taken as complete wholes, on contemporaneous por-
tions of their lives—say, the elderly of today with the youth of
today—or on corresponding segments of their lives—say, the el-
derly of today with the elderly of tomorrow?

Those who believe that inequality matters must ultimately ad-
dress each of these questions, and others as well. After all, it does
no good to claim that inequality matters, if one cannot determine
what factors affect inequality and whether one situation is worse
than another regarding inequality. I believe the answers to the
preceding questions are not only interesting and important, in
many cases they are perplexing, disturbing, and controversial. They
have significant implications not only for our understanding of
equality, but for our understanding of morality itself, including
the structure and relation of our moral ideals. Unfortunately, I
cannot defend these claims here. Instead, I wish to present a brief
overview of a few conclusions I have arrived at in thinking about
these questions, and convey some sense for the kinds of consider-
ations underlying my thinking.

Most of this part will discuss the general question, “when is
one situation worse than another regarding inequality?” This is
my book’s central question, and it is one that led me both to
develop a new approach to understanding inequality, and to con-
sider the other, more specific, questions. After discussing the gen-
eral question, I shall briefly comment on the other questions noted
above. For the interested reader, extensive arguments are avail-
able in Inequality.”

A. When is one situation worse than another regarding inequal-
ity? In some cases the answer to this question can be easily given.
We know, for instance, that among equally deserving people a
situation where some are worse off than others is worse than one
where everyone is equal, in terms of inequality. We also know
that among equally deserving people the inequality in a situation
would be worse if the gaps between the better- and worse-off were
large, than if they were small. Consider, however, a situation where
many are better-off, and a few are worse-off. How would the in-
equality in such a situation compare to the inequality in a situa-
tion where a few are better-off and many are worse-off? How would
both of these compare to a situation where the better- and worse-
off groups were similar in size? It turns out that these are com-
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plicated questions, and ones to which several plausible but
conflicting answers might be given.

For example, one way we may judge inequality is in terms of
how “gratuitous” the inequality seems. Consider a situation where
many are better-off, and only a few are worse-off. Call this the
first situation. In such a situation the inequality may seem “point-
less and unnecessary.” If direct redistribution were possible to bring
about equality, the better-off would hardly lose anything and the
worse-off would gain tremendously. Hence, the inequality in the
first situation may seem particularly offensive as there seems to
be virtually nothing gained by it.

Next consider the situation where half of the people are better-
off, and half are worse-off. Call this the middle situation. It seems
that in the middle situation redistribution would “cost” a lot. A
large number would have to sacrifice a great deal to achieve equal-
ity. In such a situation, we could understand the reluctance of the
better-off to redistribute, and while we might think it would be
good if they were to voluntarily do this, we might not think they
were morally required to do this. In that situation, then, the in-
equality might strike us as more excusable, and hence less disturb-
ing, than the inequality in the first situation.

Finally, consider a situation where only a few are better-off,
and the vast majority are worse-off. Call this the last situation. In
the last situation direct redistribution from better- to worse-off
would involve tremendous loss for some, with virtually no gain
for those thus “benefited.” Therefore, the inequality might seem
least offensive in the last situation, where the “cost” of the in-
equality might seem smallest, and the “gain” highest.

This position might be summed up as follows. Egalitarians will
think it unfair if, through no fault or choice of their own, some
are badly-off (e.g., struggling to survive) while others are well-off
(e.g., living lives of ease and comfort). But from one perspective,
at least, egalitarians may be most offended if just a few are badly-
off while the vast majority are well-off, since the inequality then
seems particularly gratuitous. Thus, in accordance with this way
of thinking, it will seem that the three situations are getting bet-
ter and better regarding inequality.

Another reason egalitarians may think the three situations are
getting better and better is that it appears to be less and less the
case that those who are worse-off are being especially victimized
by the situation. In the first situation, for instance, it is as if the
entire burden of the inequality is borne by those few who are
unfortunate enough to be among the worse-off. Given that those
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few people are much worse off than every other member of their
world, it may seem that they have a very large complaint regard-
ing inequality, and correspondingly, that the inequality is espe-
cially offensive. By contrast, the last situation’s inequality may
seem relatively inoffensive. In that situation each member of the
worse-off group is as well off as all but a few of the other mem-
bers of her world. Hence, in that world it may seem as if nobody
has much to complain about regarding inequality.

This view is plausible, and it expresses itself in the way we
react to the actions of bullies or tyrants. If a bully or tyrant
decides to humiliate certain people, from a utilitarian standpoint
we may well hope that it is a small portion of the population
that is so mistreated. Nevertheless, from an egalitarian stand-
point we may well find the mistreatment most offensive if it ap-
plies to only a small segment of the population. Thus, it may
seem particularly unfair for a few people to bear the brunt of
their world’s unfairness; and it may seem especially galling that
the vast majority should be leading normal happy lives, while one
small segment of it gets “crushed beneath the heel of oppression.”

One way of putting this point is that certain egalitarian intu-
itions are especially attuned to instances of invidious or capri-
cious discrimination where a particular person or small number of
people is singled out for discriminatory treatment. In fact, I think
it is the singling out in this way of an individual or small number
that is the paradigmatic case of where we judge a (harmful) dis-
crimination to be grossly unfair.

I suspect this element of our thinking may be one of the rea-
sons it has taken many people so long to recognize pervasive dis-
crimination against women. Even though women were (and still
are) being treated very differently than men, half of the popula-
tion was being treated in the same way. Because of this, and be-
cause of the fact that certain of our egalitarian intuitions are
especially attuned to discrimination against individuals and small
numbers, it was easy for both men and women to realize that
women were being treated differently, and yet fail to recognize
that women were actually being discriminated against.

There are, then, several ways of thinking that might lead one
to think the three situations are getting better and better regard-
ing inequality. But there are also ways of thinking that might
lead one to judge that the situations first get worse, then better.
It is easy to be drawn to such an ordering by reasoning as fol-
lows. In the first situation, everyone is perfectly equal except,
regrettably, for a few isolated individuals. In that situation, then,
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the worse-off represent an ever-so-slight perturbation in an other-
wise perfectly homogeneous system. Therefore, since in the first
situation there is just a slight deviation from absolute equality
that situation may seem nearly perfect regarding inequality. In
the middle situation, the deviation from absolute equality is much
larger. Half the population is much better off than the other half.
In the last situation, there is once again just an ever-so-slight
deviation from absolute equality. Everyone is perfectly equal ex-
cept, regrettably, for a few isolated individuals. Like the first sit-
uation, therefore, that world may appear almost perfect regarding
inequality. In sum, it seems there is a natural and plausible way
of looking at the three situations such that we would judge they
first get worse, then better.

Another line of thought also supports the “worse, then better”
ordering. In the first situation, only a few people have a com-
plaint regarding inequality, so as large as their complaint may be
that situation’s inequality may not seem too bad. However, in the
middle situation, it may seem both that a large number have a
complaint (half of the population), and that the magnitude of
their complaints will be large (they are, after all, worse off than
half the population through no fault or choice of their own). In
the last world, on the other hand, the situation may seem analo-
gous to, though the reverse of, the one obtaining in the first.
Although almost everyone has something to complain about, it
may seem that the size of their complaints will be virtually neg-
ligible, as they are as well off as almost every other person in the
situation. Hence, as with the first situation, the inequality may
not seem too bad.

It seems, then, there are egalitarian reasons to rank the three
situations as getting worse, then better, as well as reasons to rank
them as just getting better. Still other reasons seem to support
ranking them as getting worse and worse. In the first situation,
only a few people are worse off than the better-off. In the middle
situation, half the population are worse off than the better-off. In
the last situation, virtually everybody is worse off than the better-
off. Since the size of the gap between better- and worse-off is the
same in each situation, we may conclude that the first situation
is the best regarding inequality, and the last situation is worst.

Before going on, let me note two examples where such reason-
ing seems to be in involved. First, if one asks audiences to think
of the worst periods of inequality in human history—as I have
many times over the years—one of the most common responses is
that of medieval Europe. But the common conception of medieval
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Europe involves a few—kings, queens, and noblemen—Iliving in
the lap of luxury while the vast majority—peasants and serfs—
struggle to survive. Such a situation resembles the last situation,
rather than the first or middle one. And while here, as elsewhere,
I think people’s intuitive responses may be partly influenced by
non-egalitarian factors as well as various different egalitarian fac-
tors, I think one reason so many think of medieval Europe as
among the worst periods of inequality is that the number of worse-
off is so large relative to the fortunate few who are well off. This
way of thinking is compatible with the judgment that the three
situations are getting worse and worse, but not with the ways of
thinking discussed previously.

Another example where such thinking seems operative is illus-
trated by a Marxian analysis of the advance of capitalism. On a
Marxian view, as capitalism advances more and more people are
squeezed out of the ranks of the bourgeoisie into the ranks of the
proletariat; hence, fewer and fewer people come to reap the ben-
efits of capitalism.

Now whatever one thinks of its ultimate accuracy, it must be
admitted that as stories go a Marxian analysis of capitalism ex-
erts a strong pull on one’s egalitarian intuitions. Specifically, egal-
itarians would find advancing capitalism increasingly objectionable
for (at least) two reasons: first, because the rich become richer
and the poor (at least relatively) poorer; and second, because the
ranks of the worse-off swell and the ranks of the better-off shrink.
It is the latter point that concerns us here. It suggests that cer-
tain egalitarian intuitions will be increasingly offended as more
and more people are worse-off relative to the better-off. These
intuitions support the judgment that the three situations are get-
ting worse and worse.

This discussion has been vastly oversimplified. But I hope to
have conveyed some sense for why I claim inequality is complex.
There are many different positions, or aspects, capable of under-
lying and influencing our egalitarian judgments. In fact, in my
book I argue there are at least twelve such aspects. I do not claim
each of these aspects is equally appealing. But I do believe each
represents elements of the egalitarian’s thinking that are not eas-
ily dismissed.

Given that equality’s different aspects often diverge in the judg-
ments they yield, and that, on examination, many apparently rest
on contrary views, one may come to conclude that the notion of
equality is largely inconsistent and severely limited. Alternatively,
one may try to maintain that it is complex, multi-faceted, and
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partially incomplete. Either way, once one understands what the
notion of equality involves, many of one’s common-sense judg-
ments about equality will need to be revised.

Reflecting on considerations like the preceding, led me to de-
velop a new way of thinking about inequality. The common view
is that the notion of inequality is simple, holistic, and essentially
distributive. This view is thoroughly misleading—the notion of
inequality is complex, individualistic, and essentially compara-
tive. Let me briefly explain.

Simple versus complex. People have long recognized that there
are complicated issues connected with inequality, such as whether
inequality is truly undesirable, and if so, with respect to what.
Still, most have thought the notion of inequality itself is simple.
We all know what equality is, it has been thought, that’s where
everybody has the same amount of x (for whatever x we are in-
terested in). Similarly, we all know what inequality is, that’s where
some have more x than others. What could be simpler? Thus, it
has been assumed that once we determine with respect to what,
if anything, we should care about inequality, it will be easy to
rank situations regarding inequality.

As we have seen, there is reason to reject this. Inequality is
very complex, as many aspects with different implications under-
lie and influence our egalitarian judgments.

Holistic versus individualistic. Most who learn that I work on
inequality immediately ask something like the following: “inequal-
ity between whom: blacks and whites, women and men, Ameri-
cans and Ethiopians, or homosexuals and heterosexuals?” The
assumption is that the egalitarian should be concerned about (in)-
equality between groups or societies.

Again, there are powerful reasons to question this assumption.
The notion of inequality has a strong individualistic component.
Looking at situations we are capable of making judgments as to
which individuals fare better or worse regarding inequality. Thus,
for any situation where some are better off than others through
no fault or choice of their own, we can say that the best-off have
nothing to complain about regarding inequality—since they are
already as well off as every other member of their situation—
while the worst-off have the most to complain about regarding
inequality—since, by hypothesis, they are worse off than every
other member of their situation. Moreover, on reflection, not only
can we make judgments about how different individuals fare with
respect to inequality, but our overall judgments regarding inequal-
ity are generally based on how individuals fare regarding inequality.
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In addition, it seems clear that groups or societies aren’t the
proper objects of moral concern, individuals are. Thus, although
different individuals or social institutions often discriminate against
groups, and though, for political and practical reasons we may
need to focus on groups in responding to such discrimination, our
ultimate concern is for the individual members of the affected
groups.

While on average whites may be much better off than blacks,
some blacks will be much better off than others, and some whites
will be much worse off than some blacks. Correspondingly, insofar
as one is concerned about inequality, one will favor transfers from
better-off whites to worse-off blacks, but should oppose transfers
(except, perhaps, for indirect long term reasons) from worse-off
whites to better-off blacks. Likewise, one should favor transfers
from better-off blacks to worse-off blacks, or for that matter, from
better-off blacks to worse-off whites. Similarly, for the case of men
and women, or other cases of general inequality between groups
or societies.

Essentially distributive versus essentially comparative. 1 agree
that the egalitarian is not merely concerned with how much good
obtains, but with how the good is distributed. But, fundamen-
tally, the concern for equality is not so much essentially distribu-
tive, as it is essentially comparative. Equality is a relation between
individuals and, as previously suggested, the egalitarian’s funda-
mental concern is with how individuals fare relative to each other.

B. Does inequality matter more at high levels or low levels?
This is a question about which there has been much confusion.
Some argue that inequality matters more at high levels than low
levels because they think that only at high levels can one “afford
the luxury” of equality. So, for example, they point out that in a
situation of extreme scarcity, inequality might allow some to live,
while perfect equality might result in everyone dying. Others ar-
gue that inequality matters the same at high and low levels. They
claim that whether one is at level 1,000 or level 1,000,000 makes
no difference to how bad it would be to be worse off than another
by 1,000 units, since in each case it would take an increase of the
same amount—mnamely 1,000—to make you equal with the other.
In addition, many economists’ measures of inequality are indiffer-
ent between proportional increases in people’s levels. So, on those
measures, the inequality between someone at level 1 and someone
at level 10 would be just as bad as the inequality between some-
one at level 100 and someone at level 1000. Economists have as-
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sumed these so-called “mean-independent” measures of inequality
are neutral with respect to whether inequality matters more at
high or low levels, and debated the desirability of this feature.

All these views are mistaken. The first conflates an all things
considered judgment with an egalitarian one. All things consid-
ered, a perfectly equal situation where everybody dies will be much
worse than an unequal situation where some live and others die,
but surely this doesn’t show that the inequality in the latter sit-
uation doesn’t matter! The inequality in the latter situation in-
volves a difference measured in terms of life’s necessities, it involves
a difference, quite literally, between who lives and who dies. The
person who responds to such a situation with the truism “who-
ever said that life is fair?” acknowledges, even in his cynicism,
the egalitarian’s basic view of the situation. For the egalitarian, if
the people are equally deserving such inequality is wvery bad, and
it matters a great deal. Still, as bad as the inequality is, if the
cost of removing it is that everyone die, even the egalitarian can
admit—as a pluralist—that the cost is too high.

The second view conflates a descriptive question, how much
inequality obtains, with a normative question, how bad is the
inequality. In a sense, of course, there is the same amount
of inequality in the two described cases. In each someone is 1000
units worse off than another. But a person at level 1,000 fares
much worse relative to someone at level 2,000, than does someone
at level 1,000,000 relative to someone at level 1,001,000. The first
person has only 33 per cent of what there is to be shared, and is
only 50 per cent as well off as the better-off person. The second
person has 49.98 per cent of what there is to be shared, and is
99.9 per cent as well off as the better-off person. Clearly, insofar
as one is concerned with how people fare relative to others, the
first person fares worse than the second.

Such considerations suggest that inequality matters more at low
levels than high levels, in the sense that regarding inequality, it is
worse for someone to be worse off than another by a certain amount
if that person is poorly off than if that person is well off.

As for the third view, economists were mistaken in thinking
that mean-independent measures were neutral regarding the ques-
tion of whether inequality matters more at high or low levels. On
a mean-independent measure, to be 9 units worse off than an-
other if one is at level 1 is as bad as being 900 units worse off
than another if one is as level 100. So, on a mean-independent
measure inequality matters much more at low levels than high
levels. The problem is that it matters too much more. To be worse
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than another by 9 units matters more if one is at level 1 than if
one is at level 100, but it doesn’t matter 100 times more!

C. Does variation in population size affect inequality? Most econ-
omists and others assume that mere proportional increases in a
population’s size would not affect inequality. On this view, if the
pattern of inequality is the same in two situations, it doesn’t mat-
ter how many people are actually in the better- and worse-off
groups. This position has great plausibility, and it is supported
by numerous important aspects of inequality. Ultimately, how-
ever, this position needs revision. If it is genuinely bad for some
to be worse off than others through no fault or choice of their
own, then the more people there are who are in such a position
the worse the situation should be.

One way of putting this point is as follows. In general, numbers
count. This is true in most spheres of life, and morality is no
exception to it. Moreover, it is not only true for utilitarians, it is
true for most who employ moral ideals in the assessment of out-
comes. Other things equal, more pains are worse than fewer pains,
more infringements of liberty are worse than fewer infringements
of liberty, more injustices or inequalities are worse than fewer in-
justices or inequalities. Even deontologists can accept such claims
(though they deny that what we ought, morally, to do, is always
to maximize the good or minimize wrong doing).

Not everyone accepts the view that numbers count in the moral
realm.® But most do. And I think they are right in doing so.

Some will insist that while numbers count for certain moral
ideals, such as utility, they do not count for equality. They will
insist that equality and utility are different kinds of moral ideals
and that the two ideals can, and should, be treated differently.
On this view, the fact that numbers count regarding ideals like
utility is completely irrelevant to—i.e. suggests nothing about—
whether numbers count regarding equality.

This contention has some plausibility, but ultimately I think it
should be rejected. As I argue in my book, it turns out that dif-
ferent moral ideals cannot be fully and adequately characterized
in isolation from each other. Specifically, a plausible and coherent
account of the role moral ideals play in relation to each other and
our all things considered judgments may require at least some
ideals to share certain formal or structural features. In particular,
if we want to hold on to the view that numbers count regarding
utility, we may also have to hold that numbers count regarding
equality, if we want to avoid inconsistency in our all things con-
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sidered judgments. The argument for this is interesting, and ulti-
mately has implications that extend far beyond the topic of
equality. Unfortunately, I cannot pursue it here.

D. In comparing individuals with respect to inequality should
one focus on their lives taken as complete wholes? Most discus-
sions of equality, as well as other ideals such as Rawls’s maximin
principle, have implicitly assumed that the proper unit of moral
concern should be individual lives taken as complete wholes. Fol-
lowing a fascinating article by Dennis McKerlie,” I reject this
position.

Consider the following example. Suppose that God has two faith-
ful servants, Job; and Job,. Suppose each is equally deserving in
all respects, yet for 40 years Job;’s life has been filled with all the
blessings that life can bestow, while Jobs’s life has been one of
continuous wretched misery. If we questioned God about treating
two equally deserving people so grossly unequally, would an ade-
quate response be that during the second 40 years of their lives
their situations would be reversed, so that in fact the overall qual-
ity of their lives, taken as a whole, would be completely equal?

Analogously, do we think there would be no egalitarian objec-
tion to a caste system involving substantial differential treatment
of caste members, as long as the demographic composition of the
castes changed periodically so that each person was a member of
each caste and the overall quality of each life was equivalent?

I believe the answer to both these questions should be “No.” 1
reject the implication of whole lives egalitarianism that there can
be no objection to a situation involving vast inequalities between
equally deserving people—mo matter how significant, sustained,
widespread, systematic, and even perverse those inequalities
were—as long as the roles of the equally deserving individuals
were interchanged so that each receives an equivalent share of the
different experiences.

Does this mean that we should reject whole lives egalitarianism
and replace it entirely with some alternative? No. Once again,
equality is a complex ideal. Besides focusing on complete lives,
inequality might be measured by comparing simultaneous, or over-
lapping, segments of people’s lives—for example, by directly com-
paring the current lives of aged A and youthful B, or by comparing
corresponding segments of people’s lives—for example, aged A’s
youth, with B’s youth. In fact, I believe that each of these views
is plausible in some cases, and implausible in others.
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These different views have practical significance. For example,
many would urge transfers from the young to the elderly partly
on egalitarian grounds—since the elderly are often much worse off
than the young due to losses of health and loved ones. But while
many of today’s elderly are currently worse off than many of to-
day’s youth in terms of the simultaneous segments of their lives,
it is much less clear that they are worse off in terms of the cor-
responding segments of their lives, or taking their lives as com-
plete wholes. Thus, it may make a substantial difference to the
nature and extent of our obligations to the elderly, which views
we accept, or how we weight them relative to each other.

E. Let me conclude this part by discussing a possible implica-
tion of my work that is both surprising and somewhat dismaying.

Unfortunately, the real world resembles the third kind of situa-
tion discussed earlier. A relatively small percentage are well off,
while the vast majority fare poorly. In addition, a combination of
moral, political, and practical considerations make it extremely
unlikely that we will raise most of the worse-off to the level of the
better-off, or that the better-off will substantially sacrifice their
well-being so as to benefit the worse-off. This raises the worry
that practically, perhaps the most we can hope for in the foresee-
able future is that the better-off will make some small sacrifices
enabling some of the worse-off to raise themselves to the level of
the better-off. That is, one might worry that for the foreseeable
future, perhaps the most we might reasonably hope for would be
to transform our world from one resembling the last situation I
discussed, to one resembling the middle situation, where a fairly
large percentage of people are better off, though a fairly large
percentage remain worse-off.

Unfortunately, it is unclear that this would be an improvement
regarding equality. To the contrary, it is almost certain that when
one fully takes into account each of equality’s plausible aspects a
situation like the middle one will be worse regarding equality than
one like the last one. After all, in the middle situation half the
population is much worse off than the other half through no fault
or choice of their own, while in the last one most of the people
are equal, but a fortunate few are better-off.

If the foregoing were the implication of my view, would it mean
that we should oppose programs aimed at improving the lot of
the worse-off? Certainly not. But it suggests that we would have
to rethink the grounds of such programs, and the extent of our
commitment to non-instrumental egalitarianism in the face of other
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competing ideals. Most programs benefiting the worse-off have been
defended largely in the name of equality. Yet, if the situation were
as described, the effect of some such programs would be, at least
for the foreseeable future, to worsen inequality, not improve it.

I mention the foregoing, because it is important in assessing the
relative strength of our commitment to moral ideals to squarely
face their unpalatable implications. However, it is unclear whether
egalitarianism would actually have the implications noted. Thus,
it has been claimed that a mere half of one percent of the income
of the top 20% of income earners, would be more than sufficient
to double the income of everyone in the bottom 20% of income
earners. Even more strikingly, perhaps, it has been claimed that
“The additional cost of achieving and maintaining universal ac-
cess to basic education for all, basic health care for all, reproduc-
tive health care for all women, adequate food for all and safe
water and sanitation for all is ... less than 4% of the combined
wealth of the 225 richest people in the world.” 1 Together, these
considerations suggest that the egalitarian could clearly and un-
equivocally favor relatively small losses to the better off so as to
achieve substantial gains for all of the worse off. The worry that
for the foreseeable future we may only be able to benefit a rela-
tively few while per force leaving most behind, may be moot.

In sum, arguments for effective transfers from the very best off
to the world’s worse off may, indeed, be justified on egalitarian
grounds, as has long been supposed. Still, we must be alert to the
possibility that in some cases effective efforts to improve some of
the world’s worse off might actually worsen inequality not im-
prove it. This might be so if most of the worse off are left behind,
so in essence we would be transforming our world from one re-
sembling the last situation I discussed into one more resembling
the middle situation.

Conclusion

In my book, I discussed at some length a position I then called
extended humanitarianism, and which I now call prioritarian-
ism.'' On this view, one wants each person to fare as well as
possible, but is especially concerned with—and hence gives extra
weight or priority to—the worse-off. 1 argued that many people
mistake prioritarianism for egalitarianism, and that while priori-
tarianism is a plausible position in its own right, it is a non-
starter as a non-instrumental egalitarian position.
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Roger Crisp accepted my claims, alas, with a bit too much enthu-
siasm. At the end of a generous review of my book in the Times
Literary Supplement, Crisp wrote “The clarity of Temkin’s dis-
tinction between genuine [non-instrumental] egalitarianism and
extended humanitarianism [prioritarianism] marks the end of egal-
itarianism as a coherent political doctrine.”

I hope Crisp is mistaken, since I believe there is an important
place for equality in our pantheon of moral ideals. But even if, as
I believe, egalitarianism remains as a coherent practical doctrine,
I think it is extremely important for people to accurately recog-
nize its nature, scope, and implications. The common tendency to
argue about virtually every major social and political issue largely
in egalitarian terms, especially in the absence of a clear under-
standing of the full complexity of the notion and its implications,
does a disservice to both many pressing issues and the ideal of
equality.
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