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Abstract
According to relational egalitarianism, justice requires equal relations. In this paper, I ask
the question: can equal relations be unjust according to relational egalitarianism? I argue
that while on some conceptions of relational egalitarianism, equal relations cannot be
unjust, there are conceptions in which equal relations can be unjust. Surprisingly, whether
equal relations can be unjust cuts across the distinction between responsibility-sensitive
and non-responsibility-sensitive conceptions of relational egalitarianism. I then show what
follows if one accepts a conception in which equal relations can be unjust, including why it
provides a reason to grant some people less political power than others.
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1. Introduction
Suppose that Sexist treats Woman in a sexist manner. According to relational
egalitarianism, arguably the most prominent theory of justice in recent years,1 this is
unjust. Justice requires equal relations. And Sexist fails to relate to Woman as their
equal. But if justice requires equal relations, does that mean that equal relations can
never be unjust according to relational egalitarianism?2 It seems that the answer is
yes. After all, if a relation is unequal, and justice requires equal relations, then it
straightforwardly follows that the relation is unjust.

I want to show that this is only partly true. It is partly true in the sense that there
are relational egalitarianisms according to which equal relations cannot be unjust.
But there are other relational egalitarianisms according to which equal relations can

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits
unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

1For more on relational egalitarianism, see e.g. Young (1990), Miller (1998), Wolff (1998), Anderson
(1999), Scheffler (2003, 2005, 2015), O’Neill (2008), Satz (2010), Fourie (2012), Schemmel (2012, 2021),
Kolodny (2014), Tomlin (2014), Viehoff (2014, 2019), Fourie et al. (2015), Bidadanure (2016, 2021), Miklosi
(2018), Lippert-Rasmussen (2018, 2019), McTernan (2018), Voigt (2018), Wilson (2019), Bengtson (2020),
Nath (2020), Hojlund (2022, 2022) and Schmidt (2022).

2The parallel question on distributive views of justice (to which I return later) would be: can equal
distributions never be unjust?
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be unjust. When I say ‘relational egalitarianisms’, this is to emphasize that relational
egalitarianism is a large family of theories that differ along many different
dimensions. I will distinguish between two conceptions of relational egalitarianism that
take responsibility into account, and two that do not. Now, one might suspect that it is
responsibility that makes an important difference here. If people must relate to each
other in accordance with their exercise of responsibility,3 this may imply that equal
relations can be unjust. If Prudent and Lazy relate as equals, this may be unjust. It
might, indeed, as I will argue. But, interestingly, I will also argue that whether equal
relations can be unjust is not simply a matter of whether we take responsibility into
account. Equal relations can be unjust according to a non-responsibility-sensitive
conception of relational egalitarianism. And, to make things even more complicated,
I will argue that there is a responsibility-sensitive conception of relational
egalitarianism in which equal relations cannot be unjust. In short: the question of
whether equal relations can be unjust according to relational egalitarianism is complex
and intriguing. But it is also highly important. Whether one answers the question
affirmatively or not makes a difference to howmuch political power individuals should
have, as I will show. Indeed, if equal relations can be unjust, we may, for relational
egalitarian reasons, have to deviate from a ‘one person, one vote’ scheme due to the
importance of the political domain for how we relate to each other. This is surprising
considering that relational egalitarians argue for the importance of equal political
power (see e.g. Anderson 1999; Kolodny 2014; Viehoff 2014; Peña-Rangel 2022).

Thus, I will ask two questions:

(1) Can equal relations be unjust according to relational egalitarianism?

and

(2) If equal relations can be unjust, how does this, implications-wise, affect
relational egalitarianism as a theory of justice?

In sections 2 and 3, I answer the first question affirmatively: there are conceptions of
relational egalitarianism according to which equal relations can be unjust. In section 4,
I answer the second question. I show that: it affects how much political power
people should have; it means that there may be situations in which relational
egalitarian justice requires what is bad for individuals (but that this is also the case
even if equal relations cannot be unjust); and it means that relational egalitarianism
is similar to luck egalitarianism, the most prominent distributive theory of justice, in
that equality may be unjust. Section 5 concludes.

Before I move on, I need to make a quick clarification in relation to the first
question, i.e. the question of whether equal relations can be unjust according to
relational egalitarianism. On a pluralist view according to which relational equality is
only one of the demands of justice, egalitarian relationships can be straightforwardly
unjust if they violate some other, non-relational demand of justice (demands that do
not have to do with how people relate to each other). The question which I am asking
is not whether egalitarian relationships may be objectionable for such non-relational

3For arguments that relational egalitarianism should be responsibility-sensitive, see e.g. Stemplowska
(2011) and Schmidt (2022). I return to these arguments in section 3.
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reasons. I am asking whether egalitarian relationships can be unjust on relational
grounds.4 I will return to this point later.

2. Non-responsibility-sensitive Conceptions of Relational Egalitarianism
Relational egalitarianism is, as mentioned, a large family of theories that differ along
many different dimensions, including whether (un)equal relations are personally or
impersonally (dis)valuable.5 Relevant to our purposes, Lippert-Rasmussen
distinguishes between a responsibility-sensitive and a non-responsibility sensitive
conception of relational egalitarianism:

Outcome relational egalitarianism: A situation is just only if everyone relates to
one another as equals.

Luck relational egalitarianism: A situation is just only if no one relates to others
as (superiors/) inferiors through no responsibility of their own (Lippert-
Rasmussen 2018: 7).

In investigating our question – whether equal relations can be unjust according to
relational egalitarianism – let us start with outcome relational egalitarianism.
Usually, relational egalitarians argue that those with equal moral standing must
relate as equals. To exemplify, Lippert-Rasmussen (2018: 170) says that ‘as a matter
of fact, we are one another’s moral equals and in relating as equals we honour that
fact, and this is what grounds the ideal of relational egalitarianism’ (see also
Anderson 1999; Schemmel 2012, 2021). This expresses the following outcome, or
non-responsibility-sensitive, view:

Non-responsibility-sensitive Moral Relational Egalitarianism: A situation is just
only if moral equals relate as moral equals.6

According to this view, justice requires that people who are moral equals also relate
as moral equals. To relate as moral equals has at least two components: agency and
interests. If two people are to relate as moral equals, they must take each other’s
interests and autonomy to be equally important at a fundamental level (Anderson
1999; Scheffler 2015; Hojlund 2022: 57–58). When Sexist treats Woman in a sexist
manner, they fail to relate as moral equals because Sexist thereby treats Woman’s
agency and interests as if they, at a fundamental level, are less important than their

4I thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting that I make this clarification.
5Later in this section, I return to the view that equal relations are impersonally valuable.
6As a reviewer notes, this might not single out responsibility-insensitive views since it might be that what

relating as moral equals requires is that we give proper weight to others’ exercise of their responsibilities.
I will later discuss a view on which relating to another as a moral equal requires giving proper weight to their
exercise of responsibility (see section 4). Non-responsibility-sensitive Relational Egalitarianism does not
take exercises of responsibility into account in this way. Compare the discussion in relation to distributive
views of whether people should have equal amounts of well-being or whether they should have equally good
opportunities for well-being (Lippert-Rasmussen 2018: 6). Non-responsibility-sensitive Moral Relational
Egalitarianism is of the former type.
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own agency and interests.7 This relation would be unjust according to non-
responsibility-sensitive moral relational egalitarianism.

But moral standing is not the only dimension in which relational egalitarians
believe that moral equals must relate as equals. They also argue that moral equals
must relate as social equals. To exemplify, Anderson (1999: 313) says that
‘[Relational] Egalitarians base claims to social and political equality on the fact of
universal moral equality’. Similarly, Kolodny (2014: 300) says, ‘Insofar as we are
to have ongoing social relations with other moral equals, we have reason to relate to
them as social equals – that is, in a way that deliberately avoids whatever
asymmetries in power, authority and consideration would constitute relations of
social superiority and inferiority, motivated by a concern to avoid these relations at
such’. Finally, Viehoff (2019: 18) says, ‘If we are all moral equals, matter equally, etc.,
then social status hierarchy is objectionable because it treats us as if we were not’.

Whereas moral standing has to do with interests and wills in a fundamental
sense, social standing is different.8 I follow Kolodny (2014: 295–296) in taking social
standing to consist of three components: power, de facto authority and consideration.9

He understands power in a wide sense to include both formal and informal power.10

For instance, adults have more formal power than children in having the right to vote.
In this sense, adults have a superior social standing to children. De facto authority has
to do with the degree to which one’s commands or requests are generally complied
with. That, in the relationship between parent and child, the parent’s requests are
generally complied with by the child, but not vice versa, means that the parent has
more de facto authority than the child – and that they, in this sense, relate as social
unequals. The final dimension, consideration, has to do with the extent to which one
has attributes – such as race, lineage, wealth – that attract consideration from others.
In a white supremacist society, a white person attracts greater consideration on behalf
of their race than a black person. In this sense, the white person stands as a social
superior to the black person. These three dimensions can be satisfied to different
degrees. The larger the differences in power, de facto authority and consideration, the
larger the inequality in the social relation. If there are no differences in power, de facto
authority and consideration between Adam and Bert, they relate as social equals. As I
said, I will assume this understanding of what it takes to relate as social equals for now.
I return to this issue in section 3.

7To be clear, Sexist takes Women’s agency to be less important in the sense that there is less reason to
respect it (than if she had been a man).

8With this being said, moral and social standing are clearly related, for example failing to relate as moral
equals, say, because of sexism, arguably also entails that Sexist and Woman fail to relate as social equals.

9There are other understandings of social standing, for example one proposed by van Wietmarschen (2022).
But Kolodny’s account plays a prominent role among relational egalitarians. And, in any case, the differences
between Kolodny’s account and other proposed accounts make no crucial differences to the argument I will make
in this paper. With suitable modifications, we can make similar arguments assuming, say, van Wietmarschen’s
view that ‘a social position A is ‘higher than’ or ‘above’ social position B if and only if, for the participants in the
relevant social network, when they display the norm-required complexes of attitude and behaviour they thereby
and to that extent value the occupants of A more than the occupants of B’ (van Wietmarschen 2022: 925).

10To this component, and the de facto authority component, he adds a ‘while’ clause. For A to have a
superior social standing to A, not only must A have more power and/or de facto authority. They must have
those ‘while not being resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising that greater power as something to
which those others are entitled’ (Kolodny 2014: 296).
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Thus, moral equals must not only relate as moral equals; they must also relate as
social equals, according to many relational egalitarians. We can add this to the
above view:

Non-responsibility-sensitive Relational Egalitarianism: A situation is just only if
moral equals relate as moral and social equals.

Assuming this view, it is clear that equal relations between moral equals are not
unjust. However, this view does not tell us how moral unequals should relate to each
other. It only tells us how moral equals should relate to each other. One option with
regard to moral unequals would be the following:

Broad Non-responsibility-sensitive Relational Egalitarianism: A situation is just
only if moral equals relate as moral and social equals and moral unequals relate
as moral and social equals.11

This view adds to non-responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism that moral
unequals must also relate as moral and social equals. Why might relational
egalitarians want to say that moral unequals should also relate as equals? One reason
might be that the reasons for why it is good that moral equals relate as equals also
entail that it is good that moral unequals relate as equals. For instance, some
relational egalitarians argue that egalitarian relationships are impersonally valuable.
O’Neill (2008: 130) has most prominently put forward this argument, saying, ‘the
existence of these kinds of social relations [egalitarian social relations] should itself
be seen as intrinsically valuable, independent of the positive effects that such
relations may have for individual welfare’. Even if, in a racist society, an inegalitarian
relationship between a black person and a white person may be better for the parties,
an egalitarian relationship between them would still be impersonally valuable.
Similarly, in a sexist society, an egalitarian marriage would be impersonally valuable
even if, for the parties, an inegalitarian relationship would be better, for example
because they would thereby not face social sanctions qua not living up to the social
norms in society.

If one believes that there is impersonal value in egalitarian relationships between
moral equals, it seems natural to also believe that there is impersonal (dis)value in
(in)egalitarian relationships between moral unequals (Bengtson and Lippert-
Rasmussen 2023: 403–404).12 After all, one does not have to say that there is as
much impersonal value in the latter kind of relationship as in the former. It is

11Bengtson and Lippert-Rasmussen (2023) explore this view.
12Actually, O’Neill’s argument is ambiguous. It is not clear whether egalitarian relationships are

impersonally valuable because they are (i) egalitarian (such that it is the fact that they are egalitarian that
brings the value), or (ii) accurate (such that there is value in moral equals relating as equals, slight moral
unequals relating as slight unequals, etc.). If the former, egalitarian relationships between moral unequals
would be impersonally valuable. If the latter, egalitarian relationships between moral unequals would not be
impersonally valuable qua lacking accuracy. As a reviewer notes, it seems that Viehoff’s remark mentioned
above – ‘If we are all moral equals, matter equally, etc., then social status hierarchy is objectionable because it
treats us as if we were not’ (Viehoff 2019: 18) – may support the accuracy interpretation. See also Bengtson
and Lippert-Rasmussen (2023: 388).
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perfectly consistent to say that even though egalitarian relationships between moral
unequals do not have as much impersonal value as egalitarian relationships between
moral equals, they are still impersonally valuable. So this would be one reason why
relational egalitarians might want to say that moral unequals should also relate as
moral and social equals.

According to broad non-responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism, there
can be no unjust equal moral or social relations. Since justice according to this view
requires both that moral equals and moral unequals relate as moral and social
equals, there are no beings left – at least not beings with moral standing – between
whom an equal relation may be unjust. Only unequal relations can be unjust.
Indeed, any unequal moral or social relation between persons (and persons and
animals, for that matter)13 would in fact be unjust according to this view.

Now, one might argue against broad non-responsibility-sensitive relational
egalitarianism that it is implausible that moral unequals should relate as social
equals. To flesh out this objection, we may start with the claim that an entity that has
moral status matters morally for their own sake. Some entities, such as a rock, do not
have moral status. This means that there must be a reason which explains why the
former entity has moral status and the rock does not. There must be some property,
or properties, which this entity holds and in virtue of which it has moral status
which the rock does not hold (Floris 2022: 4). Arneson (2015) argues that the most
plausible such property is rational agency capacity.14 Entities with moral status have
the capacity for rational agency. They can ‘identify available courses of action [they]
might take, discern reasons for and against the options, weigh and assess the reasons
[they] discern, deliberate and make choices, carry out the action chosen, and do all
this not simply for a single decision problem at a time but with respect to long-term
plans of action and projects [they] might undertake’ (Arneson 2015: 33–34).

Moral unequals are thus entities that possess rational agency capacity to different
degrees.15 Assuming this understanding, parents and (small) children are clearly
moral unequals (Floris 2022). But most people do not believe that parents and
(small) children should relate as social equals, i.e. that they should have the same
degree of power and de facto authority in the relationship (the same goes for adult
humans and animals). Most believe that the parent should have more power and de
facto authority than the child, for example to decide when the child is to go to bed
and what the child is to eat. Thus, one might argue, broad non-responsibility-
sensitive relational egalitarianism implies that parent and child, being moral

13I discuss a relationship between an adult human and an animal later in this section.
14But this is not to suggest that Arneson supports this rational agency capacity account. He only points

out that it seems to be the most plausible account. But he further argues that this account runs into
significant problems (Arneson 2015: 36).

15Philosophical discussions of basic moral equality have shown how difficult it is to identify the properties
in virtue of which human beings are moral equals. As Arneson (2015: 42) sums up this problem: ‘Either the
proposed basis [the property, or properties, proposed to ground equal moral status] will turn out to vary by
degree, and variations above the claimed threshold that establishes equality will give rise to inequality of
moral considerability, or the proposed basis will turn out to be one that applies in an all-or-nothing fashion,
and then it will turn out that the basis proposed as justifying equal moral considerability is too flimsy or
insubstantial to do this justifying work’ (see also Singer 1990, 2011; Arneson 1999; Carter 2011; Husi 2017;
Parr and Slavny 2019).
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unequals, should relate as social equals and this is implausible because it means that
they should have equal power and de facto authority. To avoid this, one may instead
support:

Narrow Non-responsibility-sensitive Relational Egalitarianism: A situation is
just only if moral equals relate as moral and social equals and moral unequals
relate as moral and social unequals.16

According to this view, parent and (small) child, being moral unequals, should not
relate as moral and social equals. Thus, it avoids the objection pressed against broad
non-responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism. But this also means that
according to narrow non-responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism, equal
relations can be unjust. Since it prescribes that moral unequals must relate as social
unequals, it is unjust if parent and (small) child, being moral unequals, relate as
social equals.

One may find this intuitively objectionable. Is it not a bit too much to say that it is
unjust if parent and (small) child relate as social equals? It may not be once we
notice that this may actually be what is best for the (small) child. Clearly, a two-year-
old does not know what is best for them, at least long-term, because they do not yet
have a fully developed self with attached life plans and interests. If parent and two-
year-old child were to relate as social equals, it would mean that the child would
have as much power and authority as their parent in deciding what to eat, when to
go to bed, whether to use the tablet etc. We can easily see that this would be bad for
the child; that the child would be a worse chooser than their parent with regard to
promotion of the child’s interests. In that sense, it does not look objectionable that
the parent and child ought to relate as social unequals, as Narrow Non-
responsibility-sensitive Relational Egalitarianism prescribes, since it might actually
promote the interests of the child that the parent has more power than them. Or so a
defender of narrow non-responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism may say.17

At this point, one might object that the parent-child example does not in fact
show what I intend it to show. One may agree that it is wrong for a parent to
conduct their relationship with their child on a footing of equal power and authority
(i.e. that they relate as social equals) when this is detrimental to their child’s
fundamental interests, regarding which they have fiduciary duties. However, it is not
obvious that the wrongness is explicable with reference to relational egalitarian
considerations. It seems plausible, instead, that relational equality puts pressure
on the parent-child relationship to be made egalitarian, but that this pressure is
constrained by the fundamental interests of the child in being treated
paternalistically. So perhaps the relationship should simply be as egalitarian as is

16There may also be the view that social relations between moral unequals are neither good nor bad. I set
aside this view.

17Could one not imagine situations in which people differ in rational agency capacity but to a much lesser
extent than parent and small child such that it would not be unjust for them, even though they are moral
unequals, to relate as social equals? Perhaps, but that is fully compatible with my argument here, namely that
some equal relations will be unjust according to Narrow Non-responsibility-sensitive Relational
Egalitarianism. Also, why not say instead that they should relate as unequals to the extent that they are
unequals, instead of saying that they should then relate as equals?
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consistent with promoting the interests of the child. If so, then the parent-child
example does not seem to show that equal relations can be unjust on relational
grounds, as opposed to being wrong on nonrelational grounds having to do with
lack of promotion of the child’s interests (cf. the clarification in relation to the first
question in the Introduction).18

I have the following responses. First, the fact that the parent and child relating as
social unequals may in fact promote the interests of the child is appealed to on
behalf of Narrow Non-responsibility-sensitive Relational Egalitarianism to show
that it may in fact not be an implausible implication of the view that it implies that
parent and child ought to relate as social unequals. But it is not an argument for why
parent and child must relate as social unequals on this view. The reason they should
relate as social unequals, according to this view, is that they are moral unequals (the
view says that moral unequals ought to relate as social unequals). Another way of
making this point is to say that even if it happened to not be in the child’s interests to
relate as a social inferior to their parent, Narrow Non-responsibility-sensitive
Relational Egalitarianism would still say that they should relate as social unequals
precisely because they are moral unequals. Of course, one may disagree with this
particular verdict. But this would simply speak against the view. It would not show
that there was not a relational concern at stake.

Second, perhaps a cleaner case is to consider a relationship between an adult
human and an animal, say, a dog.19 Many believe that animals, including dogs, have
a lower moral status than adult humans (see e.g. Jaworska and Tannenbaum 2014;
Kagan 2019).20 If this is true, it would be unjust if an adult human and a dog were to
relate as social equals according to Narrow Non-responsibility-sensitive Relational
Egalitarianism, for example if they had the same degree of power and authority.
Since they are moral unequals, they should relate as social unequals. And again, this
should be the case, according to this view, irrespective of whether the dog’s interests
would be better promoted if they related as social equals instead. One may find this
implausible. But, again, this would be a reason to reject the Narrow Non-
responsibility-sensitive view (and would not be something that shows that what is at
stake is not relational concerns).

So much for the non-responsibility-sensitive conceptions of relational
egalitarianism. We have seen that according to broad non-responsibility-sensitive
relational egalitarianism, no equal relation can be unjust. According to narrow
non-responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism, on the other hand, some equal
relations are unjust. For instance, it is unjust if moral unequals relate as social
equals. Interestingly, this means that even among conceptions of relational
egalitarianism that do not take responsibility into account, there is disagreement as
to whether equal relations can be unjust.

Before I move on, I would like to address the following worry. Sure, it is a logical
possibility that there is a non-responsibility-sensitive conception of relational
egalitarianism in which equal relations can be unjust. However, this possibility seems
removed from what relational egalitarians have defended and for that reason is not

18I thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this objection.
19I thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
20But some deny this, see e.g. DeGrazia (1996) and Singer (2009).
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particularly interesting.21 I have two responses. First, it is not true that relational
egalitarians have not defended a view along these lines. Bengtson (2022) argues,
assuming that animals and human adults are not moral equals, that it is unjust if they
relate as equals since moral unequals should relate as unequals. So a non-
responsibility-sensitive conception of relational egalitarianism does not seem
removed from what relational egalitarians have defended, or at least discussed.
Second, even if it were true that no relational egalitarian had defended a view along
these lines, it may still be valuable to find out what committing to such a view would
imply. For one thing, it illustrates the breadth in relational egalitarianism: that
relational egalitarianism can mean many different things. For another, it shows that if
one wants a relational egalitarian view in which equal relations can be unjust, one does
not have to commit to a responsibility-sensitive view.

3. Responsibility-sensitive Conceptions of Relational Egalitarianism
Let us now turn to responsibility-sensitive conceptions of relational egalitarianism. As
mentioned earlier, Lippert-Rasmussen (2018: 7) presents the following conception:

Luck relational egalitarianism: A situation is just only if no one relates to others
as (superiors/) inferiors through no responsibility of their own.

According to this view, unequal relations which are not due to differences in
exercises of responsibility are unjust. It is unjust if Man and Woman relate as social
unequals in a sexist society since this, let us assume, has nothing to do with them
exercising their agency in different ways. It is simply that the norms in this society
prescribe that men are socially superior to women.

May some equal relations be unjust according to luck relational egalitarianism?
Notice that this view is negative in the sense that it deems it unjust if relations are
unequal for reasons other than differential exercises of responsibility. But at the
same time, it is silent on whether it is unjust that relations are equal assuming
differential exercises of responsibility. It only tells us that relations must not be
unequal except for differences in exercise of responsibility. So it does not provide an
answer to our question of whether some equal relations are unjust according to
relational egalitarianism. Since this is a negative view, let us refer to it as Negative
Responsibility-sensitive Relational Egalitarianism (instead of luck relational
egalitarianism). We may then distinguish this view from the following view:

Positive Responsibility-sensitive Relational Egalitarianism: A situation is just only
if everyone relates to others in accordance with their exercise of responsibility.

This view is a relational egalitarian view in the sense that it assumes a baseline of
equality (cf. Olsaretti 2002: 396).22 If there are not differential exercises of

21I thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting that I address this worry.
22We could imagine a different responsibility-sensitive view in which the baseline is hierarchy but where

deviations from hierarchy are justified by differential exercises of responsibility. This would be an
inegalitarian view. I therefore set it aside.
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responsibility, relations should be equal. Some have recently argued that we shouldmake
relational egalitarianism responsibility-sensitive. Indeed, in a recent paper, Schmidt
(2022) argues that responsibility practices are a constitutive aspect of flourishing,
egalitarian relationships in the first place. And, moreover, that society must be organized
in a way that takes this fact into account. He presents the following example:

Money Burner: Petra receives her salary twice a year. Yet upon receiving her
salary, Petra burns 90% of it, which leaves her destitute. (Schmidt 2022: 1376)

He imagines that this takes place in Equalia, ‘a society bent on minimizing relational
inequalities’. In this society, ‘institutions are set up such that Petra’s lack of resources
will be compensated to the point where she again stands in perfect relational equality
with all other citizens’ (Schmidt 2022: 1376). As Schmidt explains, one of the problems
with Equalia’s institutions is that they facilitate costless reneging. ‘Someone engages in
costless reneging’, Schmidt (2022: 1388) explains, ‘when she acquires obligations to
other participants, does not discharge such obligations, bears no significant costs as a
result, and it would be appropriate to hold her responsible (in the attributability sense)
for acquiring the obligations and for not discharging them’. Because Equalia’s
institutions are not responsibility-sensitive, they let Petra ‘get away’ with burning 90%
of her salary. In this case, Petra engages in costless reneging against the other citizens in
Equalia. To see why this leads to objectionable relational equality, we need to introduce
a distinction between the following two forms of relational (in)equality:

Synchronic Relational Egalitarianism: Justice requires that, at any given
moment, people relate socially to one another as equals.

Diachronic Relational Egalitarianism: Justice requires that, from the
perspective of their lives as a whole, people relate socially to one another as
equals. (Lippert-Rasmussen 2019: 154)

To see the difference between these views, suppose that Xavier exploits Yoel for 30 years
after which Yoel exploits Xavier for 30 years (cf. Lippert-Rasmussen 2019: 155). In this
case, Xavier and Yoel relate as equals from the perspective of diachronic relational
egalitarianism, but not according to synchronic relational egalitarianism since at no
point in time in their lives do they relate as social equals (see also Bidadanure 2016).

Equalia’s institutions are set up to always secure synchronic relational equality.
If Petra’s burning 90% of her salary leaves her destitute, Equalia’s institutions secure
that she is compensated to an extent that she is no longer destitute such that
synchronic relational equality is restored (at least to that extent). In this way,
Equalia’s institutions enable costless reneging such that there are no consequences
for Petra in not taking into account other people’s interests.23 Those who engage in

23That this leads to relational inequality is clear from Scheffler’s egalitarian deliberative constraint: ‘If you
and I have an egalitarian relationship, then I have a standing disposition to treat your strong interests as
playing just as significant a role as mine in constraining our decisions and influencing what we will do. And
you have a reciprocal disposition with regard to my interests. In addition, both of us normally act on these
dispositions. This means that each of our equally important interests constrains our joint decisions to the
same extent’ (Scheffler 2015: 25; cf. Viehoff 2014: 353).
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costless reneging thus treat other people in society as lesser participants in their
cooperative undertaking, thereby creating diachronic relational inequality. As
Schmidt (2022: 1388) says, ‘more generally, when we separate distributions from
responsibility entirely, we might set up social structures that enable costless reneging
and thereby diachronic relational inequality’.

We can see how this is unjust according to positive responsibility-sensitive
relational egalitarianism. When the system facilitates costless reneging, everyone
does not relate to others in accordance with their exercise of responsibility. Given
that Equalia compensates Petra, she relates, in the synchronic sense, as a social equal
to the other citizens of Equalia, according to Schmidt: that is what the institutions in
Equalia secure. But they have exercised their responsibility quite differently: Petra
has irresponsibly burned 90% of her income while they have not. According to
positive responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism, the relationships should
reflect this such that Petra ought to relate as an inferior to the other citizens – justice
provides a reason not to compensate her.24 That is, the equal relations between Petra
and the other citizens are unjust.

Schmidt presents another case which is relevant for our purposes. Consider:

Carlton: Bella works as a bouncer at a night club. She is instructed to admit at
most a few Black persons per night. Bella herself is Black and working class.
One night a group of wealthy private school boys arrive. Among them is
Carlton, a Black student with a rich Belair background. Bella lets in all the rich
white boys but sends Carlton away. (Schmidt 2022: 1378)

Schmidt uses this example to show how the social context matters to how people
relate to each other. In this case, the discrimination Carlton faces results in a
relational inequality between him and his white friends. As Schmidt (2022: 1389)
concludes, ‘[Carlton shows that] relational inequality can be generated between two
groups (or between individuals) when a third party treats them in a way that
expresses unequal status’. But if objectionable relational inequality can be generated
between two groups, or individuals, when a third party treats them in a way that
expresses unequal status, we might also think that objectionable relational equality
can be generated between two groups, or individuals, when a third party treats them
in a way that expresses equal status. Money Burner might be an instance of this.
When Equalia’s institutions compensate Petra to secure synchronic equality
between Petra and other citizens, their treatment may be said to express equal status
in the synchronic sense and be objectionable for this reason (even if it might also

24What sort of unequal relations are plausible candidates here? The most obvious one may be the one
(hinted at in the text) that may result from not compensating Petra for now being poor. As some relational
egalitarians have argued, relational inequality may result from significant differences in wealth (e.g.
Schemmel 2011). That Petra relates as an unequal to others in this sense (at least for a while) may be
required. Another candidate may be the following. As mentioned in footnote 23, equal relations require,
according to Scheffler, that the parties satisfy the egalitarian deliberative constraint: that they treat each
other’s interests as equally important. Thus, if Petra’s interests are treated (at least for a while) as less
important than the others’ interests, she will relate to the others as an inferior. That would be another
option. I also present a third suggestion later in this section (when discussing a case with Criminal and
Victim). I thank an anonymous reviewer for encouraging me to provide some examples here.
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express unequal status in the diachronic sense), especially if intentions are part of
what determines what an act expresses (Scanlon 2008: 53; Lippert-Rasmussen 2018:
77). The treatment expresses that Petra and other citizens relate as synchronic
equals, but it should not since they should not relate as synchronic equals given their
differential exercise of responsibility – at least according to positive responsibility-
sensitive relational egalitarianism. Some might disagree with what this particular
example expresses. That is fine with me since it does not challenge the general point
in this paragraph: if objectionable relational inequality can be generated between
two groups, or individuals, when a third party treats them in a way that expresses
unequal status, objectionable relational equality can be generated between two
groups, or individuals, when a third party treats them in a way that expresses equal
status. Thus, we have now seen two ways in which equal relations may be unjust
according to positive responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism.

Stemplowska (2011) has also argued that relational egalitarianism should be
responsibility-sensitive. She argues that ‘we should recognize that being owed
respect as a social equal is conditional upon respecting others as one’s moral equals.
That is, only those who respect equality of moral status should themselves be
recognized as being owed respect as social equals’ (Stemplowska 2011: 131).25

Suppose that Criminal treats Victim in a wrongful manner, for example by beating
them up. In doing so, Criminal fails to respect Victim as their moral equal, i.e. they
fail to treat Victim’s interests as fundamentally of equal importance to their own.
But if Stemplowska is right, this means that Criminal should not ‘be recognized as
being owed respect as social equals’ (or at least that Criminal is not owed such
recognition). Indeed, as Stemplowska (2011: 133) says, ‘the proponents of the ideal
of equal social respect [relational egalitarianism] would not want to (and, in fact, do
not)26 argue that even the perpetrators of hideous crimes must be respected as social
equals by others’. In this way, how people should relate to each other in terms of
social standing depends on how they have exercised their responsibility in relation
to treating others as moral (un)equals. This is in line with, although narrower than,
positive responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism: justice requires that
Criminal and Victim relate as social unequals since Criminal has failed to
respect Victim as their moral equal.

At this point, one might object in the following way. When I laid out what it takes
to relate as moral and social equals in section 2, I seemed to think of equal relations
in terms of some fixed formula, for example equal power, such that any power
inequality makes a relationship inegalitarian. However, it is not clear that relational
egalitarians must be committed to the view that inequalities of power necessarily
make a relationship inegalitarian. A relational egalitarian may hold, for instance,
that to relate to Criminal as a moral equal is to impose appropriate punishment on
them, and such punishment may be to grant Criminal less power, for example in the

25This in itself does not speak to howmoral equals must relate in terms of moral standing. If Stemplowska
thinks they must relate as moral equals (and some of her remarks suggest so (Stemplowska 2011: 130), her
view may be compatible with Non-responsibility-sensitive Moral Relational Egalitarianism.

26She adds this parenthesis as she also provides textual evidence that proponents of relational
egalitarianism –Anderson and Scheffler – appeal to intuitions that support social standing being conditional
in this way (Stemplowska 2011: 132).
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form of (temporary) disenfranchisement. On this view, imposing the power
inequality is part and parcel of relating to the offender as an equal. More generally,
relational egalitarians endorse various ‘tempering factors’ (Kolodny 2023: 98) that
render power inequalities morally unproblematic, or at least less problematic. This
seems to be a different view of what an egalitarian relationship is. Assuming this
view, it is not clear how the Criminal-Victim example provides an example of an
unjust equal relation.27

I have the following responses. First, I do not mean to deny that relational
egalitarians endorse various tempering factors. Indeed, I mention some of them in
the next section when presenting Kolodny’s view of why the political domain is
particularly important for how people relate to each other (see also Kolodny 2023:
97–101, 125–126). Second, as I have emphasized throughout the paper, relational
egalitarianism is not merely one view. There are many different conceptions of
relational egalitarianism. And my aim in this paper has not been to defend any
particular conception. My aim has been to investigate whether equal relations can be
unjust on different conceptions of relational egalitarianism. So I agree that a
relational egalitarian could support the view laid out in the objection, i.e. that to
relate to Criminal as a moral equal is to hold them accountable and thus to impose
appropriate punishment on them. The relevant question for our purposes is: can an
equal relation be unjust on this view? One way to argue for an affirmative answer is
as follows. Here, the distinction between relating as moral equals and relating as
social equals, which I laid out in section 2, becomes important. If we assume that
relating to Criminal as a moral equal is to hold them accountable and thus to impose
appropriate punishment on them, then this may at the same time affect how
Criminal relates to others as social equals. As we will see in the next section, equal
political power is, according to Kolodny and other relational egalitarians, a
particularly important constituent part of relating as social equals. In other words, if
X and Y have unequal political power, X and Y relate as social unequals. Now, if the
appropriate punishment in terms of relating to Criminal as a moral equal is
(temporary) disenfranchisement, then holding Criminal responsible entails that
Criminal relates to others – those with more political power – as a social unequal.
Ensuring equal moral standing in this case requires unequal social standing. The
view requires that we relate to Criminal as a moral equal and a social unequal.
Suppose now that we failed to hold Criminal responsible. In that case, Criminal
would not have less political power than others and would therefore, all else equal,
relate to others as a social equal. In that case, we would not realize what the view
required, namely that we relate to Criminal as a moral equal (by holding them
responsible for what they did) and a social unequal (by granting them less political
power than others). In that case, both the unequal moral relation and the equal
social relation would be unjust. If so, that would be an example of how there could
be an unjust equal relation on this view.

Third, even if we assume that the suggestion in the previous paragraph is false –
indeed, even if we assume that on the view in question, no equal relations can
be unjust – this would not threaten what I have been arguing in this paper. It would,
in that case, simply point to a responsibility-sensitive conception of relational

27I thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this objection.
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egalitarianism in which equal relations could not be unjust (the view would
therefore be different from Stemplowska’s view laid out above). And this would be
in line with my argument that whether equal relations can be unjust cuts across the
distinction between responsibility-sensitive and non-responsibility-sensitive
conceptions of relational egalitarianism.

To sum up this section, we have seen that responsibility-sensitive conceptions of
relational egalitarianism give different answers to whether equal relations can be
unjust. Negative responsibility-sensitive relational egalitarianism is simply silent on
this question: it only tells us that it is unjust if relations are unequal for reasons other
than differential exercises of responsibility. According to positive responsibility-
sensitive relational egalitarianism, equal relations can be unjust. In total, we have
investigated four different conceptions of relational egalitarianism, two which are
responsibility-sensitive and two which are not. Surprisingly, we have seen that
whether equal relations can be unjust cuts across the distinction between
responsibility-sensitive and non-responsibility-sensitive conceptions of relational
egalitarianism.

4. Unjust Equal Relations: Further Implications
In this section, I will continue with the two conceptions of relational egalitarianism
according to which equal relations can be unjust. I want to do so to explore the
further implications of committing to such a view. In that sense, the investigation
should hopefully be useful in answering the question of whether we should prefer a
conception of relational egalitarianism according to which equal relations can be
unjust, or one in which they cannot. I cannot hope to fully settle this question in this
paper, but I will point to some of the implications that follow if one supports a
relational egalitarian view according to which equal relations can be unjust.

According to prominent relational egalitarians, equal political power is a
particularly important constituent part of relating as equals. Kolodny (2014; see also
Anderson 1999; Viehoff 2014; Peña-Rangel 2022) makes this argument. He explains
that equal political power is a particularly important constituent because political
decisions (i) cannot usually be escaped at will; (ii) have final de facto authority; and
(iii) involve force. (i) is important because ability to escape a decision at will makes a
difference to what would otherwise be an unequal relation. Suppose Slave can exit
their slave contract. If so, the relation betweenMaster and Slave is not unequal in the
way it would be if the slave could not escape the contract at will. Indeed, ‘the freer
one is to exit what would otherwise be a relation of social inferiority, the less it seems
a relation of social inferiority in the first place’ (Kolodny 2014: 305). And, according
to Kolodny, the thing with political decisions is that one cannot usually escape them
at will (in the same way that one can escape non-political decisions).

With regard to (ii),

suppose that lord and servant set terms at the start of each year, somehow with
genuinely equal influence, over how the lord is to boss the servant around : : :
In such a case, the fact that they have equal influence over decisions higher
up, as it were, the chain of command, which set the terms for how other,
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lower-order decisions are to be made, plays a role in avoiding, or moderating,
the social inferiority that unequal influence over those decisions would
otherwise entail. (Kolodny 2014: 305)

Equality when it comes to higher-order decisions eliminates, or at least moderates,
the inequality which exists between Lord and Servant when it comes to lower-order
decisions. Political decisions are important for relational equality because they
are the highest-order decisions, as it were. They have final de facto authority.
There are two implications we can draw from this. First, if there is inequality in
influence over political decisions, this inequality cannot be moderated by equality in
influence at a higher-order level (since there is no higher-order level). Second, if there
is equality of influence with regard to higher-order decisions, this moderates the
threat to relational equality posed by unequal influence over lower-order decisions. As
Kolodny (2014: 306) says, ‘the threat to social equality that hierarchy would otherwise
pose, one might say, is moderated by the fact that whatever hierarchy there may be is
ultimately regulated or authorized from a standpoint of equality’.

With regard to (iii) – that political decisions involve force – Kolodny (2014: 307)
notes that force is particularly important to how people relate ‘because, as a
contingent matter, the power to use force is the ‘final’ power : : : [in the sense that it
is] the power that usually determines the distribution of other powers’. That Smart is
smarter than Brute is of no use to Smart if Brute can subject them to force: ‘One
cannot reliably have superior powers of other kinds over others where they have
superior powers to subject one to force’ (Kolodny 2014: 307). This is to say that
symmetry in the capacity to use force is important for relational equality. And
political decisions characteristically involve (the threat of) force.

Let us assume Kolodny is right that, for these three reasons, equal political power
is a particularly important constituent part of relating as equals.28,29 If so, deviating
from equal political power must be a particularly important constituent part of
relating as unequals. If Victim has more political power than Criminal, that
inequality in political power is a particularly important constituent part of their
unequal social relation. So this shows that if we want to turn an unjust equal relation
into an unequal relation, the most effective way of doing so may be to grant less
political power to the one who ought to stand as a social inferior, in casu Criminal.
I am not saying that this is necessarily the only way to do so. But note that if
Kolodny is right, any way of trying to make the equal relation unequal by
intervening in the non-political domain would still leave an important equality
intact: the equality in the higher-order domain that is constituted by equal political
power. To avoid this, we would have to intervene in the political domain. This
shows, interestingly, that, according to relational egalitarian views in which equal
relations can be unjust, sometimes we have a pro tanto reason to grant those who
should relate as unequals unequal political power.

28One may question whether these three factors show that political equality is a constituent of relating as
equals. I can remain agnostic on this question. All I need is that the conditions show that the political
domain is more important than the non-political domain for how people relate to each other. I thank an
anonymous reviewer for raising this issue.

29For a dissenting view, see Bengtson (2020).
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One may object to this argument in the following way. Suppose we did grant
Criminal less political power than Victim. Would that not constitute unjust unequal
relations between Criminal and other people in society (who would have more
political power than Criminal)? I have three responses to this objection. First, note
that the argument points to a pro tanto reason to grant Criminal less political power
than Victim. We have a pro tanto reason to grant Criminal less political power than
Victim because they ought to relate as social unequals. But insofar as this would also
lead to unequal relations between Criminal and other people in society, it may be
that, all things considered, it would be better not to grant Criminal less political
power than Victim. But this does not mean that the pro tanto reason goes away.
It simply means that we have to weigh that reason against other reasons when
making an all things considered judgement of how to distribute political power.

Second, we could imagine situations in which it would not constitute unjust
unequal relations to grant Criminal less political power than Victim, for example if
half of the people in society were criminals and the other half were victims. In this
case, we might have both a pro tanto reason and an all things considered reason to
grant Criminal (indeed all the criminals) less political power than Victim (indeed all
the victims).

Third, perhaps the unequal relations between Criminal and other people in
society that may be constituted by giving Criminal less political power are not
objectionable. After all, Criminal has acted against the norms of relational equality
in the community by treating Victim as their moral inferior. But if they have acted
against the norms of relational equality, they might thereby have forfeited their
relational egalitarian claims of standing as a social equal to others as well (at least for
a while).30 If so, there may be other reasons for why Criminal should not relate in an
unequal manner to other citizens, but it would not be unjust that they did so
(cf. Stemplowska 2011: 133). The upshot is that assuming a conception of relational
egalitarianism in which equal relations can be unjust, we may sometimes, for
reasons of justice, have to deviate from a system of ‘one person, one vote.’

Another implication of accounts in which equal relations may be unjust is the
following: there may be situations in which relational egalitarian justice requires
what is bad for individuals.31 Sometimes unequal relations may be bad for the
individuals involved, for example because they would get too caught up in the
inequality or because it would lead to inappropriate thoughts of superiority –
thoughts including too much superiority, as it were – for the one standing as a
superior. In some of these cases, however, conceptions of relational egalitarianism in
which equal relations may be unjust may still imply that an equal relation would be
unjust. Note, first, that this is not a special characteristic of conceptions of relational
egalitarianism according to which equal relations may be unjust. It is a consequence
of non-consequentialist theories in general – as opposed to consequentialist theories

30The parenthesis may be important. Perhaps the relational egalitarian reason is only strong enough to
justify Criminal standing as a social inferior for a while, after which they should again stand as a social equal
to others (cf. Stemplowska 2011: 132). This is also relevant for my argument about unequal political power.
It may be that it only justifies granting Criminal less political power for a while, after which they should have
as much political power as others.

31Cf. Anderson’s (2010b: 27) remarks that Salieri’s ‘complaint [against Mozart’s superior natural musical
talent] fails the first constraint on a claim of injustice, that there must be an injury to someone’s interests’.
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– that they entail that justice may not always require what will have the best
(personal) consequences. Second, conceptions of relational egalitarianism according
to which equal relations cannot be unjust may have a similar implication. Such
conceptions may in some situations imply that justice requires equal relations even
if unequal relations would be better for the individuals involved. Think for instance
of the parent-child example mentioned earlier. In that case, an unequal relationship
may clearly be beneficial for the child. Moreover, as Lippert-Rasmussen (2018: 10)
explains, Burke famously argued that

hierarchy, instead of thoroughly egalitarian social relations, gives those who
end up at the lower end of the hierarchy the chance of virtuous modesty and
deference which might be better for them, social relations-wise, than some
bland form of equality, which homogenizes and vulgarizes everything.

We must not forget that just as equal relations can sometimes be beneficial, even if
unjust, unequal relations can also sometimes be beneficial, even if unjust. In this
sense, conceptions of relational egalitarianism in which equal relations can be unjust
are not different from those in which they cannot.

A third implication of conceptions of relational egalitarianism in which equal
relations can be unjust is that they in one sense become similar to some conceptions
of luck egalitarianism, to wit, in the sense that equality may be unjust. With regard
to relational egalitarianism, in the sense that equal relations may be unjust. With
regard to luck egalitarianism, in the sense that equal distributionsmay be unjust. Let
me unfold this. Distributive theories of justice claim that justice has to do with
distributions. According to the most prominent distributive theory of justice, luck
egalitarianism, individuals’ distributive positions should reflect only their relative
exercise of responsibility (Lippert-Rasmussen 2015). Albertsen and Midtgaard
(2014) convincingly argue that luck-generated equalities and inequalities should be
treated similarly: that luck egalitarianism in this sense is symmetric.32 Just as it is
unjust that Adam is worse off, distributions-wise, than Bertram through brute luck,
it is unjust that Carr is as well off as Derek through brute luck. They introduce the
following case to illustrate their view:

Prudent and Lazy: Prudent and Lazy are two survivors on a desert : : : island.
While Lazy lies on the beach, Prudent goes fishing and returns with a fish that
she then proceeds to grill and enjoy on her own. Their respective levels of
welfare are now, let us say, 10 for Lazy (hungry but rested), and 20 for Prudent.
LE [luck egalitarianism] and desert agree that there is nothing unjust in this
unequal state of affairs : : : Imagine now that a nice big fish washes up
alongside Lazy, who, recall, is simply lying there. This turn of events generates
a new distribution : : : where now both Lazy and Prudent have 20 units of
welfare. (Albertsen and Midtgaard 2014: 338; they borrow the case from Segall
2010: 17)

32For a dissenting view – according to which luck-generated equalities in distributions are not unjust – see
Segall (2010, 2012).
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They argue that the resulting equality between Prudent and Lazy is unjust since ‘the
effects of differential brute luck should consistently be neutralized’ (Albertsen and
Midtgaard 2014: 338). Their main argument for this symmetrical view of luck
egalitarianism is that it would be unfair not to neutralize the effects of brute luck in
cases of equal distributions. When people, assuming a background of equal
opportunities, exercise their responsibility to different degrees, they are not in a
position in which they can justifiably demand that equalizing measures be set up
(Albertsen and Midtgaard 2014: 337). As they explain, ‘the profound unfairness of
equality in the presence of differential exercises of responsibility is that it amounts to
asking some to bear the costs of others’ voluntary choices : : : it countenances
exploitative cost displacement’ (Albertsen and Midtgaard 2014: 340). Note that
there is a striking similarity between this argument and the relational egalitarian
argument, put forward by Schmidt (2022), discussed earlier, to wit, the problem of
costless reneging. Just as instances of costless reneging may lead to unjust equal
relations, instances of exploitative cost displacement may lead to unjust equal
distributions. In this sense, both relational egalitarianism and luck egalitarianism,
and for strikingly similar reasons, entail that equality may be unjust.

This result is significant in itself. But it is also significant since it points to an
interesting similarity between relational egalitarians and luck egalitarians.
According to some relational egalitarians, relational egalitarianism and luck
egalitarianism are competitors – indeed, are incompatible (of course, this could still
be true even if there are important structural similarities between luck egalitarianism
and relational egalitarianism; settling whether this is so goes beyond the scope of
this paper). Take for instance the following remarks from Anderson, arguably the
most prominent relational egalitarian:

Democratic equality [relational egalitarianism] is : : : a relational theory of
equality: it views equality as a social relationship. Equality of fortune [luck
egalitarianism] is a distributive theory of equality: it conceives of equality as a
pattern of distribution. Thus, equality of fortune regards two people as equal as
long as they enjoy equal amounts of some distributable good – income,
resources, opportunities for welfare and so forth. Social relations are largely
seen as instrumental to generating such patterns of distribution. By contrast,
democratic equality regards two people as equal when each accepts the
obligation to justify their actions by principles acceptable to the other, and in
which they take mutual consultation, reciprocation and recognition for
granted. Certain patterns in the distribution of goods may be instrumental
to securing such relationships, follow from them, or even be constitutive of
them. But democratic egalitarians are fundamentally concerned with the
relationships within which goods are distributed, not only with the distribution
of goods themselves. (Anderson 1999: 313–314; see also Anderson 2010b;
Scheffler 2015: 21–22)

As she ends by saying, there is disagreement at the fundamental level between luck
and relational egalitarians: according to the former, distributions are fundamental;
according to the latter, relations are fundamental.
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Others have pushed back on Anderson’s argument that luck egalitarianism and
relational egalitarianism are incompatible in this sense. They have argued for a
pluralist conception of justice which includes both distributive and relational
concerns (see e.g. Lippert-Rasmussen 2018; Moles and Parr 2019; Mulkeen 2020).
The argument presented here – that both relational egalitarianism and luck
egalitarianism, and for strikingly similar reasons, entail that equality may be unjust
– may (not: necessarily do) provide further support for the argument that luck and
relational egalitarianism, at least on some conceptions thereof, are not competitors
nor incompatible.

5. Conclusion
In this paper, I have tackled the question of whether equal relations can be unjust
according to relational egalitarianism – a theory of justice according to which justice
requires equal relations. Relational egalitarianism is not a single theory. It is a large
family of theories that differ along many different dimensions. I distinguished
between two non-responsibility-sensitive conceptions of relational egalitarianism (a
narrow and a broad one) and two responsibility-sensitive conceptions of relational
egalitarianism (a negative and a positive one). I argued that whether equal relations
can be unjust surprisingly cuts across the distinction between responsibility-
sensitive and non-responsibility-sensitive conceptions of relational egalitarianism.
In that sense, one can support a non-responsibility-sensitive conception of
relational egalitarianism even if one does not want equality across the board. In
relation to the second question I posed in the Introduction – if equal relations can be
unjust, how does this, implications-wise, affect relational egalitarianism as a theory
of justice? – I have pointed to three implications: (1) that we sometimes have reason
to grant some people less political power than others; (2) that relational egalitarian
justice sometimes requires what is bad for individuals; and (3) that it points to an
interesting similarity between luck egalitarianism and relational egalitarianism.

Acknowledgements. For helpful written comments on previous versions of this paper, I thank Søren Flinch
Midtgaard, Andreas T. Schmidt and two anonymous reviewers for Economics and Philosophy. For funding,
I am grateful to the Danish National Research Foundation (DNRF144) and the Independent Research Fund
Denmark (1027-00002B).

References
Albertsen A. and S.F. Midtgaard 2014. Unjust equalities. Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 17, 335–346.
Anderson E. 1999. What is the point of equality? Ethics 109, 287–337.
Anderson E. 2010a. The Imperative of Integration. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Anderson E. 2010b. The fundamental disagreement between luck egalitarians and relational egalitarians.

Canadian Journal of Philosophy Suppl. Vol. 40, 1–23.
Arneson R.J. 1999. What, if anything, renders all humans morally equal? In Peter Singe and His Critics, ed.

D. Jamieson, 103–128. Oxford: Blackwell.
Arneson R.J. 2015. Basic equality: neither acceptable nor rejectable. In Do All Persons Have Equal Moral

Worth? On ‘Basic Equality’ and Equal Respect and Concern, ed. U. Steinhoff, 30–52. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Bengtson A. 2020. Differential voting weights and relational egalitarianism. Political Studies 68,
1054–1070.

Economics and Philosophy 19

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000154 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000154


Bengtson A. 2022. Animals and relational egalitarianism(s). Journal of Applied Philosophy 40, 79–94.
Bengtson A. and K. Lippert-Rasmussen 2023. Relational egalitarianism and moral unequals. Journal of

Political Philosophy 31, 387–410.
Bidadanure J. 2016. Making sense of age-group justice: a time for relational equality? Politics, Philosophy &

Economics 15, 234–260.
Bidadanure J.U. 2021. Justice Across Ages: Treating Young and Old as Equals. Oxford: Oxford University

Press.
Carter I. 2011. Respect and the basis of equality. Ethics 121, 538–571.
DeGrazia D. 1996. Taking Animals Seriously. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Floris G. 2022. Are adults and children one another’s moral equals? Journal of Ethics First View.
Fourie C. 2012. What is social equality? An analysis of status equality as a strongly egalitarian ideal. Res

Publica 18, 107–126.
Fourie C., F. Schuppert and I. Walliman-Helmner, ed. 2015. Social Equality: On What It Means to be

Equals. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Hojlund A.S.G. 2022. What should relational egalitarians believe? Politics, Philosophy & Economics 21,

55–74.
Husi S. 2017. Why we (almost certainly) are not moral equals. Journal of Ethics 21, 375–401.
Jaworska A. and J. Tannenbaum 2014. Person-rearing relationships as a key to higher moral status. Ethics

124, 242–271.
Kagan S. 2019. How to Count Animals, More or Less. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Kolodny N. 2014. Rule over none II: social equality and the justification of democracy. Philosophy & Public

Affairs 42, 287–336.
Kolodny N. 2023. The Pecking Order: Social Hierarchy as a Philosophical Problem. Cambridge, MA: Harvard

University Press.
Lippert-Rasmussen K. 2015. Luck Egalitarianism. London: Bloomsbury.
Lippert-Rasmussen K. 2018. Relational Egalitarianism: Living as Equals. Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.
Lippert-Rasmussen K. 2019. Is it unjust that elderly people suffer from poorer health than young people?

Distributive and relational egalitarianism on age-based health inequalities. Politics, Philosophy &
Economics 18, 145–164.

Lippert-Rasmussen K. 2022. Vote markets, democracy and relational egalitarianism. Economics &
Philosophy Online First.

McTernan E. 2018. Microaggressions, equality, and social practices. Journal of Political Philosophy 26,
261–281.

Miklosi Z. 2018. Varieties of relational egalitarianism. In Oxford Studies in Political Philosophy Volume 4,
ed. D. Sobel, P. Vallentyne and S. Wall, 110–136. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Miller D. 1998. Equality and justice. In Ideals of Equality, ed. A. Mason, 21–36. Oxford: Blackwell.
Moles A. and T. Parr 2019. Distributions and relations: a hybrid account. Political Studies 67, 132–148.
Mulkeen N. 2020. Exploitation: bridging social and distributive egalitarianism. Political Studies 68, 954–972.
Nath R. 2020. Relational egalitarianism. Philosophy Compass 15, e12686.
O’Neill M. 2008. What should egalitarians believe? Philosophy & Public Affairs 36, 119–156.
Olsaretti S. 2002. Unmasking equality? Kagan on equality and desert. Utilitas 14, 387–400.
Parr T. and A. Slavny 2019. Rescuing basic equality. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 100, 837–857.
Peña-Rangel D. 2022. Political equality, plural voting, and the leveling down objection. Politics, Philosophy

& Economics First View.
Satz D. 2010. Why Some Things Should Not Be For Sale: The Moral Limits of Markets. New York, NY:

Oxford University Press.
Scanlon TM. 2008.Moral Dimensions: Permissibility, Meaning, Blame. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press.
Scheffler S. 2003. What is egalitarianism? Philosophy & Public Affairs 31, 5–39.
Scheffler S. 2005. Choice, circumstance and the value of equality. Politics, Philosophy and Economics 4,

5–28.
Scheffler S. 2015. The practice of equality. In Social Equality: On What It Means to be Equals, ed. C. Fourie,

F. Schuppert and I. Walliman-Helmer, 21–44. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

20 Andreas Bengtson

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000154 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000154


Schemmel C. 2011. Why relational egalitarians should care about distributions. Social Theory and Practice
37, 365–390.

Schemmel C. 2012. Distributive and relational equality. Politics, Philosophy & Economics 11, 123–148.
Schemmel C. 2021. Justice and Egalitarian Relations. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Schmidt A.T. 2022. From relational equality to personal responsibility. Philosophical Studies 179,

1373–1399.
Segall S. 2010. Health, Luck, and Justice. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Segall S. 2012. Why egalitarians should not care about equality. Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 15,

507–519.
Singer P. 1990. Animal Liberation, 2nd edition. New York, NY: Random House.
Singer P. 2009. Animal Liberation, updated edition. New York, NY: Harper Collins.
Singer P. 2011. Practical Ethics, 3rd edition. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.
Stemplowska Z. 2011. Reconciling two egalitarian visions. In Responsibility and Distributive Justice, ed.

C. Knight and Z. Stemplowska, 115–135. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Tomlin P. 2014. What is the point of egalitarian social relationships? In Distributive Justice and Access to

Advantage: G. A. Cohen’s Egalitarianism, ed. A. Kaufman, 151–179. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

van Wietmarschen H. 2022. What is social hierarchy? Noûs 56, 920–939.
Viehoff D. 2014. Democratic equality and political authority. Philosophy & Public Affairs 42, 337–375.
Viehoff D. 2019. Power and equality. In Oxford Studies in Political Philosophy Vol. 5, ed. D. Sobel,

P. Vallentyne and S. Wall, 1–38. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Voigt K. 2018. Relational equality and the expressive dimension of state action. Social Theory and Practice

44, 437–467.
Wilson J.L. 2019. Democratic Equality. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Wolff J. 1998. Fairness, respect and the egalitarian ethos. Philosophy & Public Affairs 27, 97–122.
Young I.M. 1990. Justice and the Politics of Difference. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Andreas Bengtson is a Postdoctoral Researcher at the Centre for the Experimental-Philosophical Study
of Discrimination at Department of Political Science, Aarhus University. He has published on issues such
as affirmative action, democratic theory, discrimination, paternalism and relational equality. His work has
appeared in journals such as American Journal of Political Science, British Journal of Political Science, Ergo,
Journal of Ethics and Social Philosophy, Journal of Moral Philosophy, Politics, Philosophy & Economics and
Journal of Political Philosophy. URL: www.andreasbengtson.com

Cite this article: Bengtson A. Unjust equal relations. Economics and Philosophy. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0266267124000154

Economics and Philosophy 21

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000154 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.andreasbengtson.com
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000154
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000154
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267124000154

	Unjust equal relations
	1.. Introduction
	2.. Non-responsibility-sensitive Conceptions of Relational Egalitarianism
	3.. Responsibility-sensitive Conceptions of Relational Egalitarianism
	4.. Unjust Equal Relations: Further Implications
	5.. Conclusion
	References


