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RICHARD J. ARNESON 

EQUALITY AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITY 
FOR WELFARE 

(Received 2 January, 1988) 

Insofar as we care for equality as a distributive ideal, what is it exactly 
that we prize? Many persons are troubled by the gap between the living 
standards of rich people and poor people in modern societies or by the 
gap between the average standard of living in rich societies and that 
prevalent in poor societies. To some extent at any rate it is the gap itself 
that is troublesome, not just the low absolute level of the standard of 
living of the poor. But it is not easy to decide what measure of the 
"standard of living" it is appropriate to employ to give content to 
the ideal of distributive equality. Recent discussions by John Rawls1 
and Ronald Dworkin2 have debated the merits of versions of equality 
of welfare and equality of resources taken as interpretations of the 
egalitarian ideal. In this paper I shall argue that the idea of equal 
opportunity for welfare is the best interpretation of the ideal of dis- 
tributive equality. 

Consider a distributive agency that has at its disposal a stock of 
goods that individuals want to own and use. We need not assume that 
each good is useful for every person, just that each good is useful for 
someone. Each good is homogeneous in quality and can be divided as 
finely as you choose. The problem to be considered is: How to divide 
the goods in order to meet an appropriate standard of equality. This 
discussion assumes that some goods are legitimately available for dis- 
tribution in this fashion, hence that the entitlements and deserts of 
individuals do not predetermine the proper ownership of all resources. 
No argument is provided for this assumption, so in this sense my article 
is addressed to egalitarians, not their opponents. 

I. EQUALITY OF RESOURCES 

The norm of equality of resources stipulates that to achieve equality the 

Philosophical Studies 56: 77-93, 1989. 
C 1989 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands. 
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agency ought to give everybody a share of goods that is exactly 
identical to everyone else's and that exhausts all available resources to 
be distributed. A straightforward objection to equality of resources so 
understood is that if Smith and Jones have similar tastes and abilities 
except that Smith has a severe physical handicap remediable with the 
help of expensive crutches, then if the two are accorded equal re- 
sources, Smith must spend the bulk of his resources on crutches 
whereas Jones can use his resource share to fulfill his aims to a far 
greater extent. It seems forced to claim that any notion of equality of 
condition that is worth caring about prevails between Smith and Jones 
in this case. 

At least two responses to this objection are worth noting. One, 
pursued by Dworkin,3 is that in the example the cut between the 
individual and the resources at his disposal was made at the wrong 
place. Smith's defective legs and Jones's healthy legs should be con- 
sidered among their resources, so that only if Smith is assigned a gadget 
that renders his legs fully serviceable in addition to a resource share 
that is otherwise identical with Jones's can we say that equality of 
resources prevails. The example then suggests that an equality of 
resources ethic should count personal talents among the resources to be 
distributed. This line of response swiftly encounters difficulties. It is 
impossible for a distributive agency to supply educational and techno- 
logical aid that will offset inborn differences of talent so that all persons 
are blessed with the same talents. Nor is it obvious how much com- 
pensation is owed to those who are disadvantaged by low talent. The 
worth to individuals of their talents varies depending on the nature of 
their life plans. An heroic resolution of this difficulty is to assign every 
individual an equal share of ownership of everybody's talents in the 
distribution of resources.4 Under this procedure each of the N persons 
in society begins adult life owning a tradeable 1/N share of everybody's 
talents. We can regard this share as amounting to ownership of a block 
of time during which the owner can dictate how the partially owned 
person is to deploy his talent. Dworkin himself has noticed a flaw in 
this proposal, which he has aptly named "the slavery of the talented."5 
The flaw is that under this equal distribution of talent scheme the 
person with high talent is put at a disadvantage relative to her low- 
talent fellows. If we assume that each person strongly wants liberty in 
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the sense of ownership over his own time (that is, ownership over his 
own body for his entire lifetime), the high-talent person finds that his 
taste for liberty is very expensive, as his time is socially valuable and 
very much in demand, whereas the low-talent person finds that his taste 
for liberty is cheap, as his time is less valuable and less in demand. 
Under this version of equality of resources, if two persons are identical 
in all respects except that one is more talented than the other, the more 
talented will find she is far less able to achieve her life plan than her 
less talented counterpart. Again, once its implications are exhibited, 
equality of resources appears an unattractive interpretation of the ideal 
of equality. 

A second response asserts that given an equal distribution of re- 
sources, persons should be held responsible for forming and perhaps 
reforming their own preferences, in the light of their resource share and 
their personal characteristics and likely circumstances.6 The level of 
overall preference satisfaction that each person attains is then a matter 
of individual responsibility, not a social problem. That I have nil singing 
talent is a given, but that I have developed an aspiration to become a 
professional opera singer and have formed my life around this ambition 
is a further development that was to some extent within my control and 
for which I must bear responsibility. 

The difficulty with this response is that even if it is accepted it falls 
short of defending equality of resources. Surely social and biological 
factors influence preference formation, so if we can properly be held 
responsible only for what lies within our control, then we can at most 
be held to be partially responsible for our preferences. For instance, it 
would be wildly implausible to claim that a person without the use of 
his legs should be held responsible for developing a full set of aims and 
values toward the satisfaction of which leglessness is no hindrance. 
Acceptance of the claim that we are sometimes to an extent responsible 
for our preferences leaves the initial objection against equality of 
resources fully intact. For if we are sometimes responsible we are 
sometimes not responsible. 

The claim that "we are responsible for our preferences" is ambi- 
guous. It could mean that our preferences have developed to their 
present state due to factors that lay entirely within our control. Alter- 
natively, it could mean that our present preferences, even if they have 
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arisen through processes largely beyond our power to control, are now 
within our control in the sense that we could now undertake actions, at 
greater or lesser cost, that would change our preferences in ways that 
we can foresee. If responsibility for preferences on the first construal 
held true, this would indeed defeat the presumption that our resource 
share should be augmented because it satisfies our preferences to a 
lesser extent than the resource shares of others permit them to satisfy 
their preferences. However, on the first construal, the claim that we are 
responsible for our preferences is certainly always false. But on the 
second, weaker construal, the claim that we are responsible for our 
preferences is compatible with the claim that an appropriate norm of 
equal distribution should compensate people for their hard-to-satisfy 
preferences at least up to the point at which by taking appropriate 
adaptive measures now, people could reach the same preference satis- 
faction level as others. 

The defense of equality of resources by appeal to the claim that 
persons are responsible for their preferences admits of yet another 
interpretation. Without claiming that people have caused their pre- 
ferences to become what they are or that people could cause their 
preferences to change, we might hold that people can take respon- 
sibility for their fundamental preferences in the sense of identifying with 
them and regarding these preferences as their own, not as alien 
intrusions on the self. T. M. Scanlon has suggested the example of 
religious preferences in this spirit.7 That a person was raised in one 
religious tradition rather than another may predictably affect his life- 
time expectation of preference satisfaction. Yet we would regard it as 
absurd to insist upon compensation in the name of distributive equality 
for having been raised fundamentalist Protestant rather than atheist or 
Catholic (a matter that of course does not lie within the individual's 
power to control). Provided that a fair (equal) distribution of the 
resources of religious liberty is maintained, the amount of utility that 
individuals can expect from their religious upbringings is "specifically 
not an object of public policy." 8 

The example of compensation for religious preferences is complex, 
and I will return to it in section II below. Here it suffices to note that 
even if in some cases we do deem it inappropriate to insist on such 
compensation in the name of equality, it does not follow that equality of 
resources is an adequate rendering of the egalitarian ideal. Differences 
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among people including sometimes differences in their upbringing may 
render resource equality nugatory. For example, a person raised in a 
closed fundamentalist community such as the Amish who then loses his 
faith and moves to the city may feel at a loss as to how to satisfy 
ordinary secular preferences, so that equal treatment of this rube and 
city sophisticates may require extra compensation for the rube beyond 
resource equality. Had the person's fundamental values not altered, 
such compensation would not be in order. I am not proposing compen- 
sation as a feasible government policy, merely pointing out that the fact 
that people might in some cases regard it as crass to ask for indemni- 
fication of their satisfaction-reducing upbringing does not show that in 
principle it makes sense for people to assume responsibility (act as 
though they were responsible) for what does not lie within their control. 
Any policy that attempted to ameliorate these discrepancies would 
predictably inflict wounds on innocent parents and guardians far out of 
proportion to any gain that could be realized for the norm of distribu- 
tive equality. So even if we all agree that in such cases a policy of 
compensation is inappropriate, all things considered, it does not follow 
that so far as distributive equality is concerned (one among the several 
values we cherish), compensation should not be forthcoming. 

Finally, it is far from clear why assuming responsibility for one's 
preferences and values in the sense of affirming them and identifying 
them as essential to one's self precludes demanding or accepting 
compensation for these preferences in the name of distributive equality. 
Suppose the government has accepted an obligation to subsidize the 
members of two native tribes who are badly off, low in welfare. The two 
tribes happen to be identical except that one is strongly committed to 
traditional religious ceremonies involving a psychedelic made from the 
peyote cactus while the other tribe is similarly committed to its tradi- 
tional rituals involving an alcoholic drink made from a different cactus. 
If the market price of the psychedelic should suddenly rise dramatically 
while the price of the cactus drink stays cheap, members of the first 
tribe might well claim that equity requires an increase in their subsidy 
to compensate for the greatly increased price of the wherewithal for 
their ceremonies. Advancing such a claim, so far as I can see, is fully 
compatible with continuing to affirm and identify with one's preferences 
and in this sense to take personal responsibility for them. 

In practise, many laws and other public policies differentiate roughly 
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between preferences that we think are deeply entrenched in people, 
alterable if at all only at great personal cost, and very widespread in the 
population, versus preferences that for most of us are alterable at 
moderate cost should we choose to try to change them and thinly and 
erratically spread throughout the population. Laws and public policies 
commonly take account of the former and ignore the latter. For exam- 
ple, the law caters to people's deeply felt aversion to public nudity but 
does not cater to people's aversion to the sight of tastelessly dressed 
strollers in public spaces. Of course, current American laws and 
policies are not designed to achieve any strongly egalitarian ideal, 
whether resource-based or not. But in appealing to commmon sense as 
embodied in current practises in order to determine what sort of 
equality we care about insofar as we do care about equality, one would 
go badly astray in claiming support in these practises for the contention 
that equality of resources captures the ideal of equality. We need to 
search further. 

II. EQUALITY OF WELFARE 

According to equality of welfare, goods are distributed equally among a 
group of persons to the degree that the distribution brings it about that 
each person enjoys the same welfare. (The norm thus presupposes the 
possibility of cardinal interpersonal welfare comparisons.) The con- 
siderations mentioned seven paragraphs back already dispose of the 
idea that the distributive equality worth caring about is equality of 
welfare. To bring this point home more must be said to clarify what 
"welfare" means in this context. 

I take welfare to be preference satisfaction. The more an individual's 
preferences are satisfied, as weighted by their importance to that very 
individual, the higher her welfare. The preferences that figure in the 
calculation of a person's welfare are limited to self-interested prefer- 
ences - what the individual prefers insofar as she seeks her own 
advantage. One may prefer something for its own sake or as a means to 
further ends; this discussion is confined to preferences of the former 
sort. 

The preferences that most plausibly serve as the measure of the 
individual's welfare are hypothetical preferences. Consider this familiar 
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account: The extent to which a person's life goes well is the degree to 
which his ideally considered preferences are satisfied.' My ideally 
considered preferences are those I would have if I were to engage in 
thoroughgoing deliberation about my preferences with full pertinent 
information, in a calm mood, while thinking clearly and making no 
reasoning errors. (We can also call these ideally considered preferences 
"rational preferences.") 

To avoid a difficulty, we should think of the full information that is 
pertinent to ideally considered preferences as split into two stages 
corresponding to "first-best" and "second-best" rational preferences. At 
the first stage one is imagined to be considering full information 
relevant to choice on the assumption that the results of this ideal 
deliberation process can costlessly correct one's actual preferences. At 
the second stage one is imagined to be considering also information 
regarding (a) one's actual resistance to advice regarding the rationality 
of one's preferences, (b) the costs of an educational program that would 
break down this resistance, and (c) the likelihood that anything ap- 
proaching this educational program will actually be implemented in 
one's lifetime. What it is reasonable to prefer is then refigured in the 
light of these costs. For example, suppose that low-life preferences for 
cheap thrills have a large place in my actual conception of the good, but 
no place in my first-best rational preferences. But suppose it is certain 
that these low-life preferences are firmly fixed in my character. Then my 
second-best preferences are those I would have if I were to deliberate 
in ideal fashion about my preferences in the light of full knowledge 
about my actual preferences and their resistance to change. If you are 
giving me a birthday present, and your sole goal is to advance my 
welfare as much as possible, you are probably advised to give me, say, a 
bottle of jug wine rather than a volume of Shelley's poetry even though 
it is the poetry experience that would satisfy my first-best rational 
preference.10 

On this understanding of welfare, equality of welfare is a poor ideal. 
Individuals can arrive at different welfare levels due to choices they 
make for which they alone should be held responsible. A simple 
example would be to imagine two persons of identical tastes and 
abilities who are assigned equal resources by an agency charged to 
maintain distributive equality. The two then voluntarily engage in high- 
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stakes gambling, from which one emerges rich (with high expectation of 
welfare) and the other poor (with low welfare expectation). For another 
example, consider two persons similarly situated, so they could attain 
identical welfare levels with the same effort, but one chooses to pursue 
personal welfare zealously while the other pursues an aspirational 
preference (e.g., saving the whales), and so attains lesser fulfillment of 
self-interested preferences. In a third example, one person may volun- 
tarily cultivate an expensive preference (not cognitively superior to the 
preference it supplants), while another person does not. In all three 
examples it would be inappropriate to insist upon equality of welfare 
when welfare inequality arises through the voluntary choice of the 
person who gets lesser welfare. Notice that in all three examples as 
described, there need be no grounds for finding fault with any aims or 
actions of any of the individuals mentioned. No imperative of practical 
reason commands us to devote our lives to the maximal pursuit of (self- 
interested) preference satisfaction. Divergence from equality of welfare 
arising in these ways need not signal any fault imputable to individuals 
or to "society" understood as responsible for maintaining distributive 
equality. 

This line of thought suggests taking equal opportunity for welfare to 
be the appropriate norm of distributive equality. 

In the light of the foregoing discussion, consider again the example 
of compensation for one's religious upbringing regarded as affecting 
one's lifetime preference satisfaction expectation. This example is urged 
as a reductio ad absurdum of the norm of equality of welfare, which 
may seem to yield the counterintuitive implication that such differences 
do constitute legitimate grounds for redistributing people's resource 
shares, in the name of distributive equality. As I mentioned, the 
example is tricky; we should not allow it to stampede us toward 
resource-based construals of distributive equality. Two comments on 
the example indicate something of its trickiness. 

First, if a person changes her values in the light of deliberation that 
bring her closer to the ideal of deliberative rationality, we should credit 
the person's conviction that satisfying the new values counts for more 
than satisfying the old ones, now discarded. The old values should be 
counted at a discount due to their presumed greater distance from 
deliberative rationality. So if I was a Buddhist, then become a Hindu, 
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and correctly regard the new religious preference as cognitively superior 
to the old, it is not the case that a straight equality of welfare standard 
must register my welfare as declining even if my new religious values 
are less easily achievable than the ones they supplant. 

Secondly, the example might motivate acceptance of equal oppor- 
tunity for welfare over straight equality of welfare rather than rejection 
of subjectivist conceptions of equality altogether. If equal opportunity 
for welfare obtains between Smith and Jones, and Jones subsequently 
undergoes religious conversion that lowers his welfare prospects, it may 
be that we will take Jones's conversion either to be a voluntarily chosen 
act or a prudentially negligent act for which he should be held re- 
sponsible. (Consider the norm: Other things equal, it is bad if some 
people are worse off than others through no voluntary choice or fault of 
their own.) This train of thought also motivates an examination of equal 
opportunity for welfare. 

III. EQUAL OPPORTUNITY FOR WELFARE 

An opportunity is a chance of getting a good if one seeks it. For equal 
opportunity for welfare to obtain among a number of persons, each 
must face an array of options that is equivalent to every other person's 
in terms of the prospects for preference satisfaction it offers. The 
preferences involved in this calculation are ideally considered second- 
best preferences (where these differ from first-best preferences). Think 
of two persons entering their majority and facing various life choices, 
each action one might choose being associated with its possible out- 
comes. In the simplest case, imagine that we know the probability of 
each outcome conditional on the agent's choice of an action that might 
lead to it. Given that one or another choice is made and one or another 
outcome realized, the agent would then face another array of choices, 
then another, and so on. We construct a decision tree that gives an 
individual's possible complete life-histories. We then add up the pre- 
ference satisfaction expectation for each possible life history. In doing 
this we take into account the preferences that people have regarding 
being confronted with the particular range of options given at each 
decision point. Equal opportunity for welfare obtains among persons 
when all of them face equivalent decision trees - the expected value of 
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each person's best (= most prudent11) choice of options, second-best, 
... nth-best is the same. The opportunities persons encounter are 
ranked by the prospects for welfare they afford. 

The criterion for equal opportunity for welfare stated above is 
incomplete. People might face an equivalent array of options, as above, 
yet differ in their awareness of these options, their ability to choose 
reasonably among them, and the strength of character that enables a 
person to persist in carrying out a chosen option. Further conditions 
are needed. We can summarize these conditions by stipulating that a 
number of persons face effectively equivalent options just in case one of 
the following is true: (1) the options are equivalent and the persons are 
on a par in their ability to "negotiate" these options, or (2) the options 
are nonequivalent in such a way as to counterbalance exactly any 
inequalities in people's negotiating abilities, or (3) the options are 
equivalent and any inequalities in people's negotiating abilities are due 
to causes for which it is proper to hold the individuals themselves 
personally responsible. Equal opportunity for welfare obtains when all 
persons face effectively equivalent arrays of options. 

Whether or not two persons enjoy equal opportunity for welfare at 
a time depends only on whether they face effectively equivalent arrays 
of options at that time. Suppose that Smith and Jones share equal 
opportunity for welfare on Monday, but on Tuesday Smith voluntarily 
chooses or negligently behaves so that from then on Jones has greater 
welfare opportunities. We may say that in an extended sense people 
share equal opportunity for welfare just in case there is some time at 
which their opportunities are equal and if any inequalities in their 
opportunities at later times are due to their voluntary choice or differ- 
entially negligent behavior for which they are rightly deemed personally 
responsible. 

When persons enjoy equal opportunity for welfare in the extended 
sense, any actual inequality of welfare in the positions they reach is due 
to factors that lie within each individual's control. Thus, any such 
inequality will be nonproblematic from the standpoint of distributive 
equality. The norm of equal opportunity for welfare is distinct from 
equality of welfare only if some version of soft determinism or indeter- 
minism is correct. If hard determinism is true, the two interpretations of 
equality come to the same. 
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In actual political life under modern conditions, distributive agencies 
will be staggeringly ignorant of the facts that would have to be known 
in order to pinpoint what level of opportunity for welfare different 
persons have had. To some extent it is technically unfeasible or even 
physically impossible to collect the needed information, and to some 
extent we do not trust governments with the authority to collect the 
needed information, due to worries that such authority will be subject 
to abuse. Nonetheless, I suppose that the idea is clear in principle, and 
that in practise it is often feasible to make reliable rough-and-ready 
judgments to the effect that some people face very grim prospects for 
welfare compared to what others enjoy. 

In comparing the merits of a Rawlsian conception of distributive 
equality as equal shares of primary goods and a Dworkinian conception 
of equality of resources with the norm of equality of opportunity for 
welfare, we run into the problem that in the real world, with imperfect 
information available to citizens and policymakers, and imperfect 
willingness on the part of citizens and officials to carry out conscien- 
tiously whatever norm is chosen, the practical implications of these 
conflicting principles may be hard to discern, and may not diverge 
much in practise. Familiar information-gathering and information-using 
problems will make us unwilling to authorize government agencies to 
determine people's distributive shares on the basis of their preference 
satisfaction prospects, which will often be unknowable for all practical 
purposes. We may insist that governments have regard to primary good 
share equality or resource equality as rough proxies for the welfarist 
equality that we are unable to calculate. To test our allegiance to the 
rival doctrines of equality we may need to consider real or hypothetical 
examples of situations in which we do have good information regarding 
welfare prospects and opportunities for welfare, and consider whether 
this information affects our judgments as to what counts as egalitarian 
policy. We also need to consider cases in which we gain new evidence 
that a particular resource-based standard is a much more inaccurate 
proxy for welfare equality than we might have thought, and much less 
accurate than another standard now available. Indifference to these 
considerations would mark allegiance to a resourcist interpretation of 
distributive equality in principle, not merely as a handy rough-and- 
ready approximation. 
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IV. STRAIGHT EQUALITY VERSUS EQUAL OPPORTUNITY; 
WELFARE VERSUS RESOURCES 

The discussion to this point has explored two independent distinctions: 
(1) straight equality versus equal opportunity and (2) welfare versus 
resources as the appropriate basis for measuring distributive shares. 
Hence there are four positions to consider. On the issue of whether an 
egalitarian should regard welfare or resources as the appropriate 
standard of distributive equality, it is important to compare like with 
like, rather than, for instance, just to compare equal opportunity for 
resources with straight equality of welfare. (In my opinion Ronald 
Dworkin's otherwise magisterial treatment of the issue in his two-part 
discussion of "What Is Equality?" is marred by a failure to bring these 
four distinct positions clearly into focus.12) 

The argument for equal opportunity rather than straight equality is 
simply that it is morally fitting to hold individuals responsible for the 
foreseeable consequences of their voluntary choices,.and in particular 
for that portion of these consequences that involves their own achieve- 
ment of welfare or gain or loss of resources. If accepted, this argument 
leaves it entirely open whether we as egalitarians ought to support equal 
opportunity for welfare or equal opportunity for resources. 

For equal opportunity for resources to obtain among a number of 
persons, the range of lotteries with resources as prizes available to each 
of them must be effectively the same. The range of lotteries available to 
two persons is effectively the same whenever it is the case that, for any 
lottery the first can gain access to, there is an identical lottery that the 
second person can gain access to by comparable effort. (So if Smith can 
gain access to a lucrative lottery by walking across the street, and Jones 
cannot gain a similar lottery except by a long hard trek across a desert, 
to this extent their opportunities for resources are unequal.) We may 
say that equal opportunity for resources in an extended sense obtains 
among a number of persons just in case there is a time at which their 
opportunities are equal and any later inequalities in the resource 
opportunities they face are due to voluntary choices or differentially 
negligent behavior on their part for which they are rightly deemed 
personally responsible. 

I would not claim that the interpretation of equal opportunity for 
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resources presented here is the only plausible construal of the concept. 
However, on any plausible construal, the norm of equal opportunity for 
resources is vulnerable to the "'slavery of the talented" problem that 
proved troublesome for equality of resources. Supposing that personal 
talents should be included among the resources to be distributed (for 
reasons given in section I), we find that moving from a regime of 
equality of resources to a regime that enforces equal opportunity for 
resources does not change the fact that a resource-based approach 
causes the person of high talent to be predictably and (it would seem) 
unfairly worse off in welfare prospects than her counterpart with lesser 
talent.13 If opportunities for resources are equally distributed among 
more and less talented persons, then each person regardless of her 
native talent endowment will have comparable access to identical 
lotteries for resources that include time slices of the labor power of all 
persons. Each person's expected ownership of talent, should he seek it, 
will be the same. Other things equal, if all persons strongly desire 
personal liberty or initial ownership of one's own lifetime labor power, 
this good will turn out to be a luxury commodity for the talented, and a 
cheap bargain for the untalented. 

A possible objection to the foregoing reasoning is that it relies on a 
vaguely specified idea of how to measure resource shares that is shown 
to be dubious by the very fact that it leads back to the slavery of the 
talented problem. Perhaps by taking personal liberty as a separate 
resource this result can be avoided. But waiving any other difficulties 
with this objection we note that the assumption that any measure of 
resource equality must be unacceptable if applying it leads to unaccept- 
able results for the distribution of welfare amounts to smuggling in a 
welfarist standard by the back door. 

Notice that the welfare distribution implications of equal opportunity 
for resources will count as intuitively unacceptable only on the assump- 
tion that people cannot be deemed to have chosen voluntarily the 
preferences that are frustrated or satisfied by the talent pooling that a 
resourcist interpretation of equal opportunity enforces. Of course it is 
strictly nonvoluntary that one is born with a particular body and cannot 
be separated from it, so if others hold ownership rights in one's labor 
power one's individual liberty is thereby curtailed. But in principle 
one's self-interested preferences could be concerned no more with what 
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happens to one's own body than with what happens to the bodies of 
others. To the extent that you have strong self-interested hankerings 
that your neighbors try their hand at, say, farming, and less intense 
desires regarding the occupations you yourself pursue, to that extent 
the fact that under talent pooling your own labor power is a luxury 
commodity will not adversely affect your welfare. As an empirical 
matter, I submit that it is just false to hold that in modern society 
whether any given individual does or does not care about retaining her 
own personal liberty is due to that person's voluntarily choosing one or 
the other preference. The expensive preference of the talented person 
for personal liberty cannot be assimilated to the class of expensive 
preferences that people might voluntarily cultivate.'4 On plausible 
empirical assumptions, equal opportunity for welfare will often find 
tastes compensable, including the talented person's taste for the per- 
sonal liberty to command her own labor power. Being born with high 
talent cannot then be a curse under equal opportunity for welfare (it 
cannot be a blessing either). 

V. SEN'S CAPABILITIES APPROACH 

The equal opportunity for welfare construal of equality that I am 
espousing is similar to a "capabilities" approach recently defended by 
Amartya Sen.'5 I shall now briefly sketch and endorse Sen's criticisms 
of Rawls's primary social goods standard and indicate a residual 
welfarist disagreement with Sen. 

Rawls's primary social goods proposal recommends that society 
should be concerned with the distribution of certain basic social 
resources, so his position is a variant of a resource-based understanding 
of how to measure people's standard of living. Sen holds that the 
distribution of resources should be evaluated in terms of its contribu- 
tion to individual capabilities to function in various ways deemed to be 
objectively important or valuable. That is, what counts is not the food 
one gets, but the contribution it can make to one's nutritional needs, 
not the educational expenditures lavished, but the contribution they 
make to one's knowledge and cognitive skills. Sen objects to taking pri- 
mary social goods measurements to be fundamental on the ground that 
persons vary enormously from one another in the rates at which they 
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transform primary social goods into capabilities to function in key ways. 
Surely we care about resource shares because we care what people are 
enabled to be and do with their resource shares, and insofar as we care 
about equality it is the latter that should be our concern. 

So far, I agree. Moreover, Sen identifies a person's well-being with 
the doings and beings or "functionings" that he achieves, and distin- 
guishes these functionings from the person's capabilities to function or 
"well-being freedom." 16 Equality of capability is then a notion within 
the family of equality of opportunity views, a family that also includes 
the idea of equal opportunity for welfare that I have been attempting to 
defend. So I agree with Sen to a large extent. 

But given that there are indefinitely many kinds of things that 
persons can do or become, how are we supposed to sum an individual's 
various capability scores into an overall index? If we cannot construct 
such an index, then it would seem that equality of capability cannot 
qualify as a candidate conception of distributive equality. The indexing 
problem that is known to plague Rawls's primary goods proposal also 
afflicts Sen's capabilities approach.17 

Sen is aware of the indexing problem and untroubled by it. The 
grand theme of his lectures on "Well-being, Agency and Freedom" is 
informational value pluralism: We should incorporate in our principles 
all moral information that is relevant to the choice of actions and 
policies even if that information complicates the articulation of princi- 
ples and precludes attainment of a set of principles that completely 
rank-orders the available alternative actions in any possible set of cir- 
cumstances. "Incompleteness is not an embarrassment," Sen declares.18 
I agree that principles of decision should not ignore morally pertinent 
matters but I doubt that the full set of my functioning capabilities does 
matter for the assessment of my position. Whether or not my capabilities 
include the capability to trek to the South Pole, eat a meal at the most 
expensive restaurant in Omsk, scratch my neighbor's dog at the precise 
moment of its daily maximal itch, matters not one bit to me, because I 
neither have nor have the slightest reason to anticipate I ever will have 
any desire to do any of these and myriad other things. Presumably only 
a small subset of my functioning capabilities matter for moral assess- 
ment, but which ones? 

We may doubt whether there are any objectively decidable grounds 
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by which the value of a person's capabilities can be judged apart from 
the person's (ideally considered) preferences regarding those capabil- 
ities. On what ground do we hold that it is valuable for a person to have 
a capability that she herself values at naught with full deliberative 
rationality? If a person's having a capability is deemed valuable on 
grounds independent of the person's own preferences in the matter, the 
excess valuation would seem to presuppose the adequacy of an as yet 
unspecified perfectionist doctrine the like of which has certainly not yet 
been defended and in my opinion is indefensible.19 In the absence of 
such a defense of perfectionism, equal opportunity for welfare looks to 
be an attractive interpretation of distributive equality. 
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