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Abstract: I offer two objections to luck egalitarianism. The no-adequate-account objection
takes note of the egalitarian insistence that the disvalue of inequality is only one of a plurality
of values or disvalues that needs to be considered in arriving at a judgment about the ranking
of alternative distributions of welfare. This turn to pluralism places a reasonable demand
upon luck egalitarianism to provide an account of how the different sorts of values or
disvalues that are supposed to attach to available distributions of welfare are to be aggregated
or weighed against one another in that ranking procedure. I contend that the prospects for
developing such an account are dim and that some salient responses to this objection misfire.
The churlishness-envy objection against luck egalitarianism is that this doctrine counte-
nances envy directed toward the faultless good fortune of others. This objection places a
reasonable demand on luck egalitarians to formulate a version of their doctrine that does not
underwrite envious responses toward those who gain through brute good luck. I contend that
the most auspicious path toward satisfying the demand not to underwrite churlish envy
advances a luck egalitarianism that asymmetrically affirms the badness of arbitrary disad-
vantage rather than the badness of both arbitrary disadvantage and arbitrary advantage.
Since this is the strategy pursued in Shlomi Segall’s Why Inequality Matters, I offer
critiques of Segall’s initial and revised versions of asymmetrical egalitarianism in support
of my conclusion that luck egalitarianism seems unable to rebut or sidestep the churlishness-
envy objection. I conclude that luck egalitarianism seems unable to satisfy either of the two
reasonable demands upon it that I raise.

KEYWORDS: churlishness, envy, asymmetrical egalitarianism, distributional egal-
itarianism, luck egalitarianism, pluralist egalitarianism, relational egalitarianism

I. I

Broadly speaking, a normative social philosophy can be egalitarian either
by (1) affirming that all individuals have the same fundamentalmoral status
or have an equal claim to respect or (2) affirming that every individual’s
welfare is of equal importance. In this broad sense, every—or almost every—
modern normative social philosophy can be construed as a version of egal-
itarianism. Nevertheless, a social philosophy that centers on all individuals
having the same fundamental moral status or having an equal claim to
respect will be substantively egalitarian only if it maintains that equal status
or respect requires the substantial elimination of political, economic, or social
hierarchies through the equalization, for example, of political power, own-
ership of economic resources, or decision-making influence among individ-
uals who are joined in economic or social cooperation. Social philosophers
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who endorse such forms of equalization out of concern for fundamentally
equal moral status or our equal claim to respect are substantively egalitarian
and can be classified as “relational egalitarians.”1

In parallel fashion, a normative social philosophy that centers on every
individual’s welfare being of equal value or importance will be substan-
tively egalitarian only if it maintains that the equal importance of every-
one’s welfare requires the substantial reduction of inequalities of welfare
across individuals.2 Social philosophers who endorse such equalization
of welfare can be classified as “distributional” egalitarians. Distribu-
tional egalitarians typically ascribe disvalue (or even injustice) only to
those inequalities of welfare that are said to be arbitrary. They strongly
associate arbitrariness in welfare inequalities with those equalities aris-
ing through the brute bad luck of the worse-off or the brute good luck of
the better-off. Moreover, such egalitarians typically hold that a great deal
of the existing inequality of welfare is due to brute bad or good luck and,
thus, that a great deal of existing inequality is arbitrary and intrinsically
bad. Hence, distributional egalitarians are usually designated “luck
egalitarians.”3

Imagine that we have an Earth-like world inhabited by only two moral
agents. One lives a solitary existence with 8 units of lifetime welfare some-
where in the Northern Hemisphere and the other lives a solitary existence
with 6 units of lifetime welfare somewhere in the Southern Hemisphere.
Neither party’s level of welfare is affected by the existence of the other party.
Since each party believes that he or she is the only personwho exists, neither
party is ever downcast by the thought of being less well off than another or
upcast by the thought of being more well off than another. Nevertheless,
according to luck egalitarianism, the bare fact that there is a disparity of
lifetimewelfare in this world that is due to the Northerner beingmore lucky
(or less unlucky) in her genetic endowment or geographical location than the
Southerner confers a degree of badness upon this world. The badness that is
taken to attach to this disparity would be extinguished by the Southerner’s
welfare increasing by 2 units or by the Northerner’s welfare decreasing by
2 units.With respect to the extinction of this (purported) badness, it does not
matter whether one party gains or the other party loses. The two ways of
extinguishing the (purported) badness are equally successful because this

1 For an important early article advancing relational egalitarianism and trenchantly attack-
ing distributional luck egalitarianism, see ElizabethAnderson, “What Is the Point of Equality?”
Ethics 109, no. 2 (1999): 287–337. In the present volume, relational egalitarianism is represented
in quite different ways by Clare Chambers and Tom Christiano.

2 Onemight instead hold that the equal importance of each individual’swelfare supports the
view that each individual has reason to advance his or her own welfare or that it supports the
view that each individual has reason to advance everyone’s welfare. Neither of these views
would substantively be egalitarian.

3 I bypass the dispute among luck egalitarians about what exactly should be equalized. For
instance, should it be welfare or resources for the pursuit of welfare? See Anderson, “What Is
the Point of Equality?” 293–95.
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(purported) badness is solely a matter of the disparity and not at all a matter
of the value or disvalue of levels of individual lifetime welfare.4 Thus, the
disvalue that attaches to an inequality qua inequality is said to be a “non-
person-affecting” disvalue.

The demands upon egalitarians that I discuss in this essay are demands
upon luck egalitarians, not upon relational egalitarians. I have two main
reasons for focusing on luck egalitarianism. The first is its prominence in the
philosophical literature in recent decades.5 The second is its even greater
recent prominence among pundits. Although public discourse about
inequality is almost always cast in terms of income inequality rather than
welfare inequality, this seems to be because income inequality is generally
taken to be the best available evidence of or explanation forwelfare inequal-
ity—indeed, of arbitrary welfare inequality—which is taken to be
intrinsically bad.

Luck egalitarians are often pressed about the demandingness of their
doctrine. Is it reasonable to demand that an individual—who through no
fault of her own enjoys the prospect of a fulfilling life—devote herself to
promoting and following the dictates of political and legal institutions that
require her to sacrifice a considerable portion of her personal fulfillment for
the sake of increasing equality of welfare among members of her society or
even among inhabitants of the globe at large? Should an individual—who
through no fault of her own is on course for a fulfilling life—volunteer such
sacrifices, even if existing social and political institutions are not themselves
requiring those sacrifices of her?

This essay is not concerned with demands upon luck egalitarians to live
up to their own convictions in their political or personal lives. Rather, it is
concerned with two demands upon luck egalitarians as theoreticians. Luck
egalitarians typically take their philosophical project to have direct political
implications. If egalitarian theory identifies which available distribution of
welfare ranks highest, political and legal institutions and policies ought to
require individuals to advance that best distribution. However, for reasons
that will be noted in Section II, all sensible luck egalitarians insist that
equality is only one good-making feature of distributions of welfare. There
are a plurality of good-making (and bad-making) features and many of
them will come into play in determining which available distribution of
welfare is the best, all things considered. The first theoretical demand upon
luck egalitarians is to provide an account of how one is to determine which
of the available distributions of welfare ranks highest whenmultiple values
affirmed by luck egalitarians are in play. I shall argue that pluralist luck
egalitarianism seems unable to offer such an account. This is the

4 Luck egalitarianism “focuses not on the misery of a person’s condition but on the gap
between least and most fortunate.” Anderson, “What Is the Point of Equality?” 307.

5 See, e.g., the extensive bibliography in Shlomi Segall, Why Inequality Matters: Luck Egali-
tarianism, Its Meaning and Value (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
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No-Adequate-Account objection—henceforth, the NAA objection—to luck
egalitarianism.

Note that the NAA objection is a broad criticism because it applies to
views that affirm a multitude of distinct values and disvalues that must
somehow be aggregated or balanced against one another in assessing over-
all social states whether or not the views feature or even include the value of
equality (or the disvalue of inequality). However, the NAA objection is not
as broad as it may at first seem. It is directed only against pluralist doctrines
that contend that, despite the plurality of normative factors, (1) there is a
correct conglomeration of the values or disvalues that attach to the distri-
butions under assessment, (2) this conglomeration identifies the most
highly ranked of those distributions, and (3) it justifies legal coercion of
individuals into the service of that most highly ranked social outcome.6

Furthermore, pluralist luck egalitarianism is a particularly apt target for
the NAA objection. For that objection arises naturally from the tendency of
pluralist egalitarians to distance themselves from the endorsement of egal-
itarian, yet intuitively unattractive outcomes by mentioning some other
value in their pluralist inventory that is better served by a less egalitarian
but more intuitively attractive outcome.7 The objection is that pluralist luck
egalitarians (and possibly other pluralists) tend to mention that some non-
egalitarian value (or set of values) is better realized by the less egalitarian
option, but mentioning this does not provide an adequate explanation for
why the realization of that value (or set of values) should be taken to
outweigh the egalitarian value of the intuitively less attractive outcome.

The second theoretical demand upon luck egalitarianism is to rebut what
I call the Churlishness-Envy objection—henceforth, the CE objection. This
objection is not the psychological claim that egalitarianism grows out of
envy. Nor is it that egalitarianism is formulated in order to justify envy, to
camouflage or rationalize existing envy, or to promote getting what the
other guy has. Rather, the CE objection focuses directly on the negative
assessment issued by luck egalitarianism of pure, brute good fortune in the
life of an individual who already is better off than others or becomes better
off through brute good fortune. Envy is not the jealous desire to rise to the
higher level of well-being that others already enjoy. Rather, it is the desire
that someonewho is better off cease to be better off (or asmuch better off). It
is the disposition to take satisfaction in the better-off party’s loss. The CE
objection, which more specifically targets luck egalitarianism than does the
NAA objection, is that there is something seriously wrong with a doctrine
that supports such a response to another’s pure good fortune.

It seems that to rebut the CE objection, luck egalitarianism needs to
eschew the negative assessment of the better-off party’s good fortune or
increased good fortune. It seems that luck egalitarianismhas to introduce an

6 See Section III below.
7 For examples, see Section II.
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asymmetry between the badness of inequalities of welfare that arise through
theworse-off party’s brute bad luck and the non-badness of inequalities that
arise from the better-off party’s brute good luck. As far as I know, the
introduction of such an asymmetry is a distinctive feature of the luck
egalitarian doctrine offered by Shlomi Segall in his Why Inequality Matters.
Moreover, Segall’s motivation for introducing this asymmetry is in part to
sidestep envy-related objections to luck egalitarianism.8 I engage in a critical
analysis of Segall’s attempt to introduce such an asymmetry to assess
whether the CE objection can be rebutted.

I pause here for a conjecture about how ambiguities in the language
employed in discussions of inequality tend to trigger negative intuitions
about unequal distributions of welfare. The problem is most clearly exem-
plified with the use of “disadvantaged” and “advantaged.” Two different
contrasts can be expressed by this pair of terms. One contrast is between an
individual, Jones, being less well off compared to another, Smith, who is, of
course, better off compared to Jones. The other contrast is between an indi-
vidual being disadvantaged in the sense of being worse off than she would
otherwise be because another individual is better off than he would other-
wise be. I believe that intuitions motivating luck egalitarianism often arise
from an implicit background presumption that, if Smith gains and that gain
opens up or increases a welfare gap between Smith and Jones, then Jones is
“disadvantaged” not merely in the comparative sense but also in the sense
that Jones’s lifetime welfare has diminished because of Smith’s gain. I
conjecture that it is thismistaken, implicit, zero-sumperspective thatmakes
the following assertions seem credible: “the worse off [in the comparative
sense] have claim to be given a compelling reason as to why they should be
so disadvantaged,” “[t]he disadvantaged group … (the worse off) [in the
comparative sense] may legitimately expect an explanation as to why it is
right for them to be worse off,” and “the [comparative] disadvantage is
morally suspect unless proven otherwise.”9 The gain to the comparatively
advantaged party is felt to be morally suspect and in need of justification
because that gain is felt to worsen (not merely comparatively) the situation
of the non-advantaged party. This implicit, zero-sum perspective operates
to taint Smith’s comparative gain; among distributional egalitarians, that
taint is felt to attach to the inequality of distribution that opens up when
Smith becomes (more) better off than Jones.

Section II of this essay is devoted to developing theNAAobjection to luck
egalitarianism. Section III takes note of and rejects two responses to the
NAA objection. Sections IV and V are devoted to supporting the CE objec-
tion by articulating and criticizing Segall’s extended attempt to sidestep this
objection. Segall offers an initial version and a revised version of his asym-
metrical egalitarianism. Each of these versions ties the badness of

8 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 74.
9 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 50–51.
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inequalities to the disadvantage of the worse-off individual rather than
equally to the disadvantage of the worse-off individual and the advantage
of the better-off individual. Section IVdealswith howSegall’s initial version
may seem to rebut the CE objection and why it does not succeed. Section V
deals with how Segall’s revised version may seem to rebut that objection
andwhy it also does not succeed. The overall conclusion of Sections IV and
V is that the most salient attempt to rebut or sidestep the CE objection by
tying the badness of arbitrary inequality to the bad luck of the disadvan-
taged does not succeed. For luck egalitarianism brute good fortune remains
as bad as brute bad fortune.

II. T N    D P  P L-
E R

In itsmost simplemonist form, luck egalitarianismholds that there is only
one factor on the basis of which alternative distributions of welfare are to be
ranked against one another; that factor is the extent of arbitrary inequality
found within those distributions. The less arbitrary inequality there is
within a distribution, the more highly ranked it is. I bypass here important
questions for the luck egalitarian about who, if anyone, is capable of deter-
miningwhat portion of observed or projected inequalities ofwelfare among
individuals is or would be arbitrary, that is, is or would be due to brute bad
or good luck. In order to bypass these questions, all inequalities embedded
in the various tables presented and discussed below are to be understood as
arbitrary inequalities.

It is clear how to gauge degrees of (arbitrary) inequality if the distribu-
tions under consideration include only two parties. The degree of inequality
is the difference in lifetimewelfare between those two parties. However, the
determination of which alternative distribution is more unequal becomes
less obvious when more parties are introduced. Consider in Table 1 these
two distributions of units of lifetime welfare.

In distributionX, twopeoplewho are equal to one another are each 8 units
lesswell off than each of three others. In distributionX*, one person is 8 units
worse off than each of the other four. Which distribution has more inequal-
ity? Also, consider in Table 2 these two alternative distributions.

In distribution Y, more people are in the gap between the worst-off and
the best-off individual, but the gap between the worst-off and the best-off is
smaller in distribution Y*.Which of these distributions hasmore inequality?

Table 1. Degrees of Inequality: X versus X*

Jones Smith Robinson Trump Biden

Distribution X 2 2 10 10 10

Distribution X* 2 10 10 10 10
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These complications will plague any real-world attempt to identify what
social and political policies and what personal conduct a luck egalitarian
should endorse. However, I shall not pursue these complications in this
essay.

Monist luck egalitarianism has radically counterintuitive implications. A
broad implication is that all unequal distributions must be ranked lower
than all equal distributions. Distributions <4, 5>, <6, 7>, and<15, 1,000>will
all rank lower than <4, 4> because badness attaches to each of the first three
while badness does not attach to <4, 4>. Formonist luck egalitarianism, that
is the end of the story. Similarly, badness attaches to <3, 10>, <3, 150>, and
<3, 3,000>, so each of these must rank lower than <4, 4>. If equality is the
only good-making feature of distributions, there is no basis for ranking
<1,000, 1,000> over <4, 4>. It is purely ad hoc for a monist luck egalitarian
to say that vastly greater aggregate welfare within one equal distribution,
for example, <1,000, 1,000>, breaks its egalitarian tie with another equal
distribution, for example, <4, 4>. Moreover, if aggregate welfare may be
invoked to break this tie on behalf of <1,000, 1,000>, may not this consid-
eration also be invoked to explain why <1,000, 999> is more valuable, all
things considered, than <4, 4>? If so, some nonegalitarian measure of the
value or disvalue of distributions has fully been brought into play.

In fact, serious luck egalitarians are pluralists, insisting that equality or
inequality is only onedimension alongwhich one distribution ofwelfare can
be better or worse than another. For Segall, inequality is “one respect” in
which a distribution of lifetimewelfare can have disvalue (or value).10 Larry
Temkin says “the fact that ideals like equality, utility, and freedom some-
times have implausible, or even terrible implications, does not show that
these ideals do not matter. It merely shows that each ideal, alone, is not all
that matters.”11 He goes on to say that different conceptions of equality
matter, thus all-things-considered egalitarian judgments must duly take
account of both these different conceptions of equality and different ideals
(only one of which is equality).

The first andmost obvious further factor that comes into play for pluralist
luck egalitarianism is aggregate welfare. In ranking, say, <3, 150> against
<4, 4>, greater aggregate welfare in the former counts in its favor. Another

Table 2. Degrees of Inequality: Y versus Y*

Jones Smith Robinson Trump Biden

Distribution Y 1 3 5 9 12

Distribution Y* 2 2 5 10 10

10 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 24.
11 Larry Temkin, “Illuminating Egalitarianism,” in Contemporary Debates in Political Philoso-

phy, ed. Thomas Christiano and John Christman (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 160. See
Segall,Why InequalityMatters, 141–42, for his affirmation of a pluralismof “impersonal”values.
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obvious example that fits comfortably within the distributional perspective
is Pareto superiority. One distribution, for example, X*, is Pareto superior to
another, for example, X, if some individual is better off in it and no individ-
ual is worse off in it than they would be within the alternative distribution.
For pluralist egalitarianism, the goodness that arises from the Pareto supe-
riority of distribution <6, 7> relative to another distribution may outweigh
the badness that arises from its inequality. One can also envision factors that
outweigh counteregalitarian factors, for example, a bad-making feature of
an unequal, albeit Pareto-superior distribution may be that the party who
gains more (relative to an alternative equal distribution) gains at least N
times more than the one who gains less.

For the egalitarian, the crucial implication of pluralism ofweighty dimen-
sions is that judgments that, all things considered, some unequal distribu-
tions, such as <3, 15> or <6, 7>, are more valuable than some equal
distributions, such as <4, 4>, do not disconfirm the egalitarian claim that
—within any distribution—inequality is a bad-making feature. Such all-
things-considered judgments merely reflect the outweighing of this
bad-making feature by one or more good-making features. The more the
pluralist egalitarian emphasizes the role of distinct nonegalitarian features
that confer goodness or badness on distributions of welfare, the less reason
there is to label the pluralist doctrine “egalitarian.” The pluralist doctrine
will be nomore egalitarian than it is aggregative or Paretian, unlesswe have
a credible account of how these different factors should be weighed in all-
things-considered judgments that assign special significance to equality or
inequality.

Consider the standard eyeball-equalization objection to egalitarianism.
Jones has one functioning eyeball and Smith has two. According to the
egalitarian, a certain degree of badness attaches to this distribution of
eyeballs between Jones and Smith. Suppose that the only alternative to this
situation is that both Jones and Smith have one functioning eyeball. Equality
in eyeballs can be achieved only by “leveling down.”12 The anti-egalitarian
asserts that the egalitarian is committed to the counterintuitive judgment
that the <one eyeball, one eyeball> distribution is better (more valuable, less
disvaluable) than the distribution in which Smith retains that second,
offending eyeball. The pluralist egalitarian responds with a standard coun-
terweighing response:

Yes, the <one eyeball, one eyeball> distribution is less bad along the
inequality dimension. However, the <one eyeball, two eyeball> distri-
bution is better along the aggregate-welfare and Pareto-superiority
dimensions; these good-making features of the <one eyeball, two eye-
ball> distribution outweigh its bad-making feature.

12 See, e.g., Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 3–5, 23–30, 32–47.
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Hence, the egalitarian concludes, pluralist egalitarianism does not endorse
the judgment that <one eyeball, one eyeball> has more value (or less dis-
value) than <one eyeball, two eyeball>.

The problem with this sort of response is that it is too readily available
since there are no limits set towhat countervailing factors the egalitarian can
invoke. Isn’t it counterintuitive to rank thismore equal outcome higher than
that more unequal one? No problem. Whenever this is the situation, one
invokes a countervailing factor and declares that one’s pluralist egalitari-
anism itself accounts for the intuition that the unequal distribution ranks
higher than the equal distribution. One could alwaysmention that there are
countervailing factors in favor of the unequal distribution and then presume
that these factors are present to an extent that outweighs the badness of the
inequality. In this way, pluralist egalitarianism threatens to be nonfalsifi-
able.

Consider Segall’s discussion of a similar case in which two individuals
need a kidney to survive, but only one kidney is available in some organ
bank. Segall follows John Broome in holding that the fairest thing to do
“would be to give the kidney to neither of the patients,” so that “letting the
kidney go to waste” is “the egalitarian course of action.”13 How, then, can it
be that, according to Segall, letting the kidney go to waste “correctly strikes
us as sheer lunacy”?14 This must be because the correct all-things-
considered judgment is that countervailing considerations outweigh the
disvalue of an unequal distribution of kidneys. Yet we are told nothing
about why this would be the correct judgment. Despite the “correctly,”
Segall hedges his bets by immediately saying that it “would probably be
wrong all things considered”15 to throw away the kidney. Why would it
probably be wrong?

To block the threat of his doctrine becoming nonfalsifiable, the pluralist
egalitarian needs an independently plausible account of how much badness
inequalities of different degrees confer upon a distribution, how much good-
ness greater aggregate welfare of different degrees confer upon a distribu-
tion, and howmuch other good-making features (such as Pareto superiority)
contribute to the goodness of unequal distributions.16 The answer to the
question “Why does the value engendered by the good-making features of
this unequal distribution outweigh the disvalue engendered by the distri-
bution’s inequality?” cannot be “Theymust generate enough value because
sensitive people like myself intuit that this inequality is better than the
alternative equal distribution.”On the one hand, for the pluralist egalitarian
who is eager to employ the all-things-considered strategy to escape from

13 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 237–38.
14 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 238 (emphasis added).
15 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 238 (emphasis added).
16 Such an account should also speak to the question of whether the badness of Smith losing

half of her sight in one eye is more than made up for by cutting in half the inequality of sight
between Jones and Smith.
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counterintuitive monistic judgments, the more factors there are to consider,
the better. On the other hand, themore things there are to consider, themore
daunting is the task of explicating and vindicating a calculus that duly
weighs all those factors that are supposed to be considered.

Recall Temkin’s claim that there are numerous distinct understandings of
equality that have to be taken into consideration in any all-things-
considered judgment. A parallel point might be made concerning welfare
itself. There may well be different dimensions to humanwelfare, the values
of which are not commensurable or not readily commensurated. Consider,
for example, the values of aesthetic appreciation, efficacy within practical
action, and community with others. It may be that either there is no truth
about howmuch of one of those dimensions of humanwell-being is equal in
value to how much of another of these dimensions or there is such a truth
but it is not known to us. Thus, if the numbers within a given matrix report
an equal number of units of welfare for two individuals, but those units
represent different dimensions of human welfare, we cannot conclude that
there is equality between the welfare of those two individuals. If the num-
bers reported are unequal, we cannot conclude that there is inequality
between the welfare of those two individuals. If there are different dimen-
sions towelfare, it will be yet more difficult to provide an account of how all
the relevant factors are to be weighed against one another in the course of
ranking alternative distributions of welfare.

Might egalitarians take some other route to escape counterintuitive judg-
ments that would discredit egalitarianism? One possibility is that although
an available equal distribution may or may seem to be more valuable than
an unequal status quo, the conduct needed to convert the unequal distri-
bution into the equal onemay bemorally impermissible. For instance, in the
leveling-down case of eyeball equalization, if Smith does not consent to the
removal of one of his eyeballs, the conduct needed to equalize eyeballs will
violate Smith’s moral claim against severe interference in her life.17 Of
course, once the door is opened to there being such constraints on themeans
by which valuable outcomes may be promoted, most of the action in deter-
mining how individuals and institutions ought treat people may become a
matter of identifying and gauging the stringency of those constraints rather
than in refining and applying a calculus that will give dueweight to all bad-
making and good-making features. It will especially be necessary for the
action to shift to identifying and gauging the stringency of those constraints,
if no plausible account is forthcoming about how all those value-making
and disvalue-making factors are to be weighed against one another.18

Might the awfulness of the means involved in bringing about the (other-
wise) best distribution be incorporated within a more comprehensive

17 See G. A. Cohen, Self-Ownership, Freedom, and Equality (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 244.

18 See the last paragraph of Section III for such a shift.
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consequentialist calculation about which alternative distribution is best?
Segall cites a passage in which Bertil Tungodden makes the common point
that, for the pluralist egalitarian, the badness that attaches to an existing
unequal distribution is only one factor in assessing that distribution in
relation to an alternative equal distribution. Tungodden goes on to say:
“Of course, if this badness can only be removed by torturing someone, then
it is obvious that the new [that is, more equal] situation is worse all things
considered.”19 Here, the torture that would be needed to get a more equal
distribution weighs negatively within the determination of which distribu-
tion is more valuable (or less disvaluable), all things considered.

I bring up this passage for two reasons. First, it highlights how difficult it
would be to incorporate the badness of torture—and also, one would think,
the badness of other violations of bodily integrity, deception, and intimida-
tion—into an account of how toweigh all the factors thought to be involved
in the ranking of distributions. Second, without any hint of such an account,
Tungodden declares that the badness of the torture of one individual over-
turns the ranking that would otherwise obtain in the new (egalitarian)
distribution over the existing unequal distribution. This sort of casual invo-
cation of countervailing factors threatens to descend into the doctrine that
equal distributions are best—except when they aren’t. To avoid that doc-
trine, the pluralist egalitarian needs an account of what degree of torture
(or deception or intimidation) of one person outweighs, and thereby over-
turns, rankings that otherwise would be correct.

Setting aside the fact that any proposedweighing of bad-making features
of torture should take into account the degree of torture at issue—say,
multiple crushed bones versus one fingernail pulled out—consider the
rankings within these two pairs of distributions in Tables 3 and 4.

Luck egalitarians like Tungodden rank (ii) over (i) and rank (i) over (iii).
Given these two sets of rankings, the following proposition must be true:
Adding torture to a world with distribution (ii) wouldmore diminish value
(or more increase disvalue) in that world than converting distribution
(ii) into distribution (i) would decrease value (or increase disvalue) in that

Table 3. Two No-Torture Distributions

Jones Smith Robinson Trump Biden

(i) Unequal without
torture

3 6 10 25 30 no torture

(ii) Equal without
torture

9 9 9 9 9 no torture

19 Segall,Why InequalityMatters, 72n47; Bertil Tungodden, “The Value of Equality,” Econom-
ics & Philosophy 19, no. 1 (April 2003): 9.
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world.20 It would thus seem that anyone offering these two sets of rankings
needs a credible account of the relative weight or force of all the good-
making and bad-making factors that are taken to be in play to support this
proposition. Such accounts do not seem to be on offer. It is difficult to
imagine how one would even begin to assemble such a theory.21

There is a further reason why the pluralist egalitarian needs a theory that
indicates with some precision how much the degree to which each of the
numerous bad-making and good-making factors contributes to the badness
or goodness of the distributions being ranked. A pluralist egalitarian will
sometimes favor an unequal distribution over an equal one, even though
some other egalitarian-minded evaluators will favor the equal distribution.
That same pluralist egalitarian will sometimes favor an equal distribution
over an unequal alternative, even though some nonegalitarian-minded
evaluators will favor that unequal distribution. In both of these situations,
in order to get beyond dueling intuitions, that pluralist egalitarian needs to
be able to show how her assessment flows from an account of the extent to
which magnitudes of the bad-making and good-making factors affect the
all-things-considered badness or goodness of the distributions in question.
If and only if that account has some independent plausibility does it add
weight to the pluralist egalitarian’s intuition concerning which of the con-
tending distributions is to be preferred. Unfortunately for pluralist egalitar-
ianism, there is little reason to believe that such an account can be provided.

III. T R   NAA O

I now consider two responses to my NAA objection. The first is that the
pluralist egalitarian can helpfully appeal to the notion of “reflective
equilibrium.”22 “Reflective equilibrium” refers to a process in normative
theorizing to which an investigator brings both a preliminary theory about
how judgmentswithin somenormative domain are to be reached and a set of
pre-theoretical intuitions about particular cases within that domain; the

Table 4. Distributions with and without Torture

Jones Smith Robinson Trump Biden

(i) Unequal without
torture

3 6 10 25 30 no torture

(iii) Equal with torture 9 9 9 9 9 with torture

20 Note that, in terms of the payoffs in the present table, any torture must be mild enough to
leave its subject at welfare level 8.

21 But see the opening paragraphs of Section III.
22 I thank Joseph Heath for this possible response, which echoes John Rawls’s reliance on

“reflective equilibrium”; see, e.g., John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1971), 48–51.
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investigator works to refine the preliminary theory in light of the pre-
theoretical intuitions as those intuitions themselves are refined
(or reinforced or discredited) by the preliminary theory (or its refinements).
If the normative domain concerns the proper ranking of alternative distribu-
tions of welfare, the investigator brings together a preliminary theory about
how alternative distributions of welfare should be ranked and a set of pre-
theoretical intuitions about how specific particular distributions should be
ranked against one another. That investigator then seeks to resolve tensions
between the preliminary doctrine and pre-theoretical data by rejecting intu-
itions that are discredited as discordant with the preliminary theory or by
modifying the theory when it is discordant with intuitions that seem too
secure to dismiss. The investigator repeats this process of reciprocal refine-
ment until a stable equilibrium between the surviving theory and the surviv-
ing intuitions obtains. An example of a preliminary theory about the proper
rankingof alternativedistributionsofwelfarewouldbe the contractarian idea
that the proper ranking procedure for alternative distributions would be the
procedure that would be agreed to by rational and fair-minded individuals.

However, the sort of pluralist egalitarians I have been discussing cannot
helpfully appeal to reflective equilibrium. For pluralist egalitarianism does
not offer any preliminary theory about how alternative distributions of
welfare should be ranked to then bring into contact with pre-theoretical
intuitions about particular rankings, so an equilibrium-engendering pro-
cess cannot begin. There is no independently credible theoretical starting
point that tentatively gauges (and is gauged by) an array of preliminary pre-
theoretical judgments. Rather, each egalitarian pluralist will seek to bring
his or her inventory of pre-theoretical intuitions into a consistent whole
through placing greater weight on some and less on others. Significant
differences between the initial sets of intuitions of different pluralist egali-
tarians will survive in the form of significant differences in their more
polished judgments. Neither contending pluralist egalitarian will be in a
position to say that his or her ranking reflects a credible reflective equilib-
rium and not merely a consolidation of pre-theoretical intuitions about the
weight of various distinct considerations.

The second response to my NAA objection begins by noting that many
plausible normative perspectives exist that affirm a pluralism of fundamen-
tal moral considerations and explicitly deny that there is some determinate
decision procedure for aggregating the force of these distinct considerations
or weighing the opposing force of them against one another. According to
this response, my call for an adequate account of how these diverse moral
factors are to be combined so as to yield determinate all-things-considered
judgments leads to the dismissal of all such pluralist doctrines. This alleg-
edly shows that my call for such a decision procedure is too demanding.23

23 I thank an anonymous referee for this objection and for mentioning Isaiah Berlin as an
example of such a pluralist.
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My reply involves contrasting reasonable choice on the part of an indi-
vidual concerning which alternative goal he or she will pursue and reason-
able choice on the part of political leaders (or some societal mechanism)
concerning which alternative societal goal—more specifically, which distri-
bution of welfare—all members of the relevant society are to be required to
serve. Let us suppose that individual choice and social and political choice
among alternative outcomes are to be governed by the same set of distinct
values, say, avoidance of arbitrary inequality, enhancement of thewelfare of
individuals without diminishing the welfare of anyone, and the enhance-
ment of aggregate welfare.24 Suppose that Mary is deciding to which of the
following four distributions of welfare across other members of society in
Table 5 she will devote herself, her time, her energy, and her resources.

If Mary chooses D3 and she is challenged to justify her choice, I think she
could reasonably say that aggregate welfare is one of the crucial values that
(we are supposing) should guide such choices; aggregate welfare is signif-
icantly more realized under D3 than under any of the other available dis-
tributions, so she has good reason to opt for D3. She could also say that, had
she chosen D1, she would have had a good reason for doing so—and
similarly for D2, but not for D4. In order to justify the choice that she makes,
Mary does not have to show that the distribution to which she has reason-
ably chosen to devote herself, her time, her energy, and her resources is the
most highly ranked distribution, all things considered. Facedwith the same
choice of options, John can justify his decision to promote any of the first
three distributions by pointing to a good reason he has to favor that distri-
bution without needing to show that his favored distribution is the mostly
highly ranked one, all things considered. Note that whatever distributions
Mary and John respectively and justifiably choose to promote, they do not
come into conflict with one another. For each is simply making a decision
about the end towhich she or hewill be devoting herself or himself. Neither
will have any basis for complaint about the other’s choice, unless there is a
decision procedure revealing that one of those distributions is the best one.

Table 5. Distributions Available for Personal and for Societal Choice

Jones Smith Robinson

Distribution1 9 9 9

Distribution2 9 12 14

Distribution3 8 23 11

Distribution4 9 8 9

24 I am not myself saying that these are the values that should guide individual choice.
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Suppose, instead, that someGreat Leader orDemocraticMajority decrees
that everyone at least to a certain extent should promote and should be
required to promote one of the first three distributions. Then, that Great
Leader or supporters of that Democratic Majority must be able to show
individuals who favor their own devotion to another of the available dis-
tributions that the distribution favored by the Great Leader or the Demo-
cratic Majority is, all things considered, the most valuable (or least
disvaluable). That demonstration will require what is not on offer, namely,
a credible account of how the normative force of each of the bad-making or
good-making factors are to be aggregated or weighed against the force of
the others.

The ultimate lesson here is that robust pluralism should not inspire the
project of overcoming its robustness by reducing each of the affirmed values
to entries in a calculus that informs everyone about what combination of
those values all must act to advance. Rather, the diversity of ends affirmed
by robust pluralism is to be served by the recognition of individuals’ sep-
arate spheres of freedomwithin which individuals can exercise discretionary
choice about what combination of values they will respectively serve. Since
the scope of what is determined by such choices is restricted to the decision-
maker’s own sphere of freedom, such a liberalpluralismdoes not need—and
happily avoids—an account of how the normative force of all the bad-
making or good-making factors are to be aggregated or weighed against
the force of one another.25 The NAA objection only targets versions of
pluralism that aspire to politically or socially authoritative judgments about
what outcome all may be required to serve and yet fail to supply an account
of how those judgments are to be established.

IV. T CE O, F E,  A
E

As I mentioned in Section I above, it seems that the way to rebut the CE
objection is to reformulate luck egalitarianism so that badness in arbitrary
inequalities is grounded in the worse-off party’s arbitrary disadvantages
rather than equally in such disadvantages and the arbitrary advantages of
the better-off party. In this and the next section, I focus on Segall’s attempt to
rebut or sidestep the CE objection by advocating an asymmetrical luck
egalitarianism that ties the badness of arbitrary inequalities in welfare to
arbitrary disadvantage rather than to arbitrary disadvantage or advantage.
I begin with a somewhat fuller statement of the CE objection, describe
Segall’s initial version of asymmetrical luck egalitarianism, and explain
why it fails to rebut or sidestep the CE objection.

25 For a discussion of this sort of move from pluralism to liberalism in Isaiah Berlin, see
Eric Mack, “Isaiah Berlin and the Quest for Liberal Pluralism,” Public Affairs Quarterly 7, no. 3
(1993): 215–30.
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Suppose that, on a scale of 0 to 10, both Jones and Smith are on course for
an unappealing lifetime welfare of 3. However, just for a lark, Smith luckily
plucks from a tree and consumes amiraculous apple that provides himwith
eighty-five years of healthy life. As a result, Smith’s lifetime welfare pros-
pects go from 3 to 8. (If he hadn’t plucked and consumed that apple, no one
else would have.) Suppose instead that one unique drop of rain falls upon
Smith, more fully immunizing him from some awful disease than does any
vaccine available to Jones. If a gap opens up in these ways between the life
prospects of Smith and Jones, complaining about Smith’s gain or the gap
that necessarily accompanies that gain seems merely to be ill-willed, envi-
ous resentment of Smith’s good fortune. How could any decent person
disvalue the gain to Smith or think there is anything regrettable about it
or the gap that necessarily results from that gain, even if it is purely amatter
of good luck? Why begrudge Smith his good fortune? Of course, if Jones is
downcast because of Smith’s gain, Jones is worse off in a person-affecting
way. She is worse off in the way that envy makes one worse off. However,
that is Jones’s self-induced problem; it is not a problem that vindicates a
complaint against Smith or Smith’s gain.

However, before pursuing luck egalitarianism’s capacity to escape the
charge of countenancing begrudging envy, I consider briefly whether luck
egalitarians can plausibly bite the envy bullet.26 Such an egalitarian would
say:

Our theory tells us that arbitrary inequalities are intrinsically bad.
Thus, inequalities that arise (or increase) through arbitrary (brute luck)
gains to particular individuals are intrinsically bad. It would be better,
everything else being equal, for those gains not to occur. Hence, such
gains are disvaluable and should be felt to be regrettable. This may
countenance envy, but that envy is not churlish. Not all envy is
proper—only egalitarian envy.

There might be normative theories so well-grounded, robust, and illumi-
nating in their implications that one should jettison intuitions that run
counter to them, even if those intuitions have some appeal. However, I do
not think that luck egalitarianism is such a well-grounded and robust
theory. Rather, it is heavily dependent on the difficult-to-conjure intuition
that badness attaches in a non-person-affecting way to all arbitrary inequal-
ities in welfare. Against that intuition is the more common and easier to
grasp intuition that there is something wrong with complaints against and
grievances toward the pure good fortune of others. If one has to choose
between biting the bullet of endorsing those complaints and grievances and
biting the bullet of denying that non-person-affecting badness attaches to
arbitrary inequalities, the latter is the less jaw-breaking bite to take.

26 I thank an anonymous referee for suggesting the bullet-biting move.
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Can the luck egalitarian who does not bite the bullet of endorsing egal-
itarian envy plausibly maintain that she does not begrudge Smith his good
fortune? An egalitarian might assert that she only disvalues the welfare gap
that Smith’s good fortune necessitates; moreover, she might assert that
sometimes the nonegalitarian value associated with Smith’s gain will out-
weigh the egalitarian disvalue of the gap and, thus, the gap should be
allowed to stand. However, the fact that sometimes, all things considered,
the egalitarian will not favor the elimination of Smith’s gain does not show
that the egalitarian does not always begrudge Smith that gain. For even
when, all things considered, the gain is allowed to stand, egalitarianism
insists that it be allowed grudgingly. For one should never forget that the
allowed inequality is qua inequality intrinsically bad, as Segall indicates:

Crucially, the fact that an unequal distribution can be excused does not
preclude it being morally bad to begin with. The worse off [e.g., Jones]
still have a complaint by virtue of being arbitrarily disadvantaged. The
fact that the only alternative to their being arbitrarily disadvantaged is
unlikely to improve anyone’s position (but onlyworsen that of some) is
a reason not to undertake it. It is not something that can simply wash away
their complaint.27

Yet, this insistence on the intrinsic badness of all (arbitrary) unequal distri-
butions seems to underscore luck egalitarianism’s vulnerability to the CE
objection.

Segall seeks to avoid this vulnerability by distinguishing between famil-
iar and asymmetrical luck egalitarianism, contending that the latter position
is not subject to this objection. The familiar view is well expressed by the
claim that “[a]rbitrary inequality is (intrinsically) bad wherever and when-
ever it obtains.”28 We also have the familiar view before us when Segall
envisions tracing the badness of some arbitrary inequalities to the arbitrary
advantage of the better-off: “When advantaged holdings are arbitrary (say
they are the product of brute luck) holders must provide a good reason
(whether of justice or otherwise) why it is right for them to hold on to these
privileged positions.”29

Segall illustrates the “very wide scope” of familiar luck egalitarian claims
about the intrinsic badness of arbitrary inequalities with two dramatic
examples. Insofar as it is arbitrary, the welfare gap between thirteenth-
century Inca peasants and well-off members of twenty-first century pros-
perous societies is as intrinsically bad as would be the welfare gap between
low-welfare Martian moral agents and their contemporaries among pros-
perous Earthling moral agents: “Any arbitrary inequality, no matter the

27 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 51 (emphasis added). Note that in this passage Segall
already focuses asymmetrically on the arbitrarily disadvantaged.

28 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 50 (emphasis added).
29 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 50.
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space it traverses nor the centuries it spans, is bad.”30 The familiar egalitar-
ian position is illustrated here because there is no suggestion that it matters
whether the worse-off individuals are arbitrarily worse off because of their
brute bad luckor because of the brute good luck of the better-off individuals.

In contrast to familiar egalitarianism, Segall’s initial asymmetrical egali-
tarianism explicitly ties the badness of (arbitrary) inequalities to the arbi-
trary disadvantage of the less well-off party: “What is bad about (unchosen)
inequalities is precisely the fact that they leave individuals undeservedly
disadvantaged compared to others.”31 He also holds that

if there is something repugnant about inequality (as such) it has to
somehow concern (primarily) the position of those who are worse off
than others. The badness of inequality, in other words, must reside
with, or be owned by the worse-off party. That is, the badness of
inequality, non-person-affecting as it might be, has something to do
with her and her position, certainly more than with the better off
party.32

According to Segall’s initial asymmetrical egalitarianism, “[t]he badness of
inequality… is rooted in the conjunction of arbitrary distributions and being
worse off compared to others. It is being arbitrarily disadvantaged that lies at
the foundations of telic luck egalitarianism.”33 Furthermore, he asserts: “It is
the twin fact of being arbitrarily disadvantaged that is the source of badness
according to this account. It is bad for one to be arbitrarily worse off
compared to others, and consequently arbitrary inequalities are always
bad.”34 Segall concludes that “[u]nlike the traditional, symmetrical view,
the asymmetrical view ties the badness of inequality squarely and exclu-
sivelywith the position of theworse off (‘it is bad for one to beworse off than
another’), and not also with the better off one.”35

Asymmetrical egalitarianism is thus supposed to enable luck egalitarian-
ism to rebut or sidestep the CE objection:

Egalitarians are sometimes accused of anchoring their account in an
alleged “ethics of envy.” The badness of inequality…must (according
to these critics) be located in the envy that individuals harbor for those
who are better off than them. For, how else, they say, can egalitarians

30 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 50.
31 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 49–50. A bit later, Segall refers to his explanation of the

intrinsic badness of arbitrary inequalities as the “arbitrary disadvantage account” and he also
holds that “[t]elic egalitarianism [is] grounded in the badness of arbitrary disadvantage.”
Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 53, 54.

32 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 63–64.
33 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 66.
34 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 68–69. However, Segall should not have added the sym-

metrical conclusion that “arbitrary inequalities are always bad” (emphasis added).
35 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 67.
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account for the badness of such inequality? However much force there
is to that objection, an account that focuses on the badness of disadvan-
tages rather than that of advantages helps to escape it..36

Since badness is supposed to attach to disadvantages and not to advantages,
if Jones is worse off than Smith because of Jones’s brute bad luck, badness is
supposed to attach to the inequality that obtains between Jones and Smith.
Yet, if Smith is better off than Jones because of Smith’s brute good luck,
badness is not supposed to attach to this inequality. On such a view, Jones’s
brute bad luck would provide a reason to pump up Jones’s welfare, but
Smith’s brute good luck would provide no reason to lower Smith’s welfare.
Thus, the initial asymmetrical view seems not to assign disvalue to Smith’s
lucky gain nor to begrudge Smith his gain through pure good fortune. This
asymmetry seems to contribute somewhat to an account of how alternative
distributions are to be ranked. An unequal distribution that contains an
arbitrary disadvantage is to be ranked lower than a similarly unequal distri-
bution that contains an arbitrary advantage.

Segall adds that “[e]ven though these [the disadvantage of one party and
the advantage of the other] are two inevitable sides of the same coin, the
badness of inequality is grounded in the grievance of the worse off, not in
any potential ‘vice’ of the better off.”37 The last clause clearly indicates that
Segall seeks to free luck egalitarianism from association with envy by
formulating a version of egalitarianism that does not affirm “any potential
‘vice’ of the better off,” that is, that eschews any negative assessment of the
better-off party’s lucky gain. Also notice, though, the crucial fact that com-
parative disadvantage and advantage are two sides of the same coin. Smith
being arbitrarily advantaged necessitates Jones being arbitrarily disadvan-
taged. If Jones being arbitrarily disadvantaged necessitates the badness of
the gap in welfare between Jones and Smith, so too does Smith being
arbitrarily advantaged. Hence, there is no basis for asserting an asymmetry
between the bad-making power of Jones being arbitrarily disadvantaged
and the bad-making power of Smith being arbitrarily advantaged.

Nor is the initial asymmetrical view supported by Segall’s appeal to the
complaint that, under the initial asymmetrical view, the worse-off has
about gaps in welfare. According to Segall, this complaint “is always
directed against someone else, namely, those individuals who are better
off.”38 Indeed, he asserts:

I have said that the badness of inequality rests with individuals being
arbitrarily disadvantaged compared to others. These worse-off indi-
viduals, I said, have a complaint. They have a complaint against

36 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 74.
37 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 74.
38 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 53.
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anyone elsewho happens to be arbitrarily advantaged, that is better off
than they are and for no good reason. This view, then, locates the
badness of inequality in the complaints that individuals have.39

Segall’s assertion of an asymmetry of valid complaints—that is, the worse-off
always has a valid complaint against the better-off while the better-off never
has a valid compliant against the worse-off—undermines the idea that
asymmetry frees luck egalitarianism from fostering envy. This asymmetry
of complaints straightforwardly expresses resentful envy.

The more sensible view for the luck egalitarian is that the disadvantaged
party’s complaint is about the (purported) non-person-affecting badness of
the gap in welfare between the worse-off and the better-off parties. Segall
says that the asymmetrical view “locates the badness of inequality in the
complaints that individuals have.”40 However, the (purported) badness is
not in the complaint; if it is anywhere, it is in the inequality complained
about. Yet, if there is such non-person-affecting badness in or attached to the
inequality, shouldn’t the better-off party have the same complaint about it as
the worse-off party, namely, that the gap adds disvalue to the world in a
non-person-affecting way? Shouldn’t both parties have the same reason to
disvalue and seek to diminish the gap, whether it opens up or increases due
to one party’s brute bad luck or the other party’s brute good luck? Since the
egalitarian ought to recognize a symmetry of complaints about non-person-
affecting disvalue being in or added to the world, invoking complaints
cannot support asymmetry. I conclude that Segall’s initial asymmetrical
view does not enable egalitarianism to rebut or escape the CE objection.

V. R A E   CE O

The core problem for the initial asymmetry view is that it attends only to
comparative disadvantage and advantage. Since Jones is just as much com-
paratively disadvantaged by a non-comparative (“intrapersonal”) gain for
Smith as by an equally extensive noncomparative (“intrapersonal”) loss for
Jones, there seems to be noway to explain why badness attaches to inequal-
ities that arise from Jones’s comparative disadvantage but does not attach to
inequalities that arise from Smith’s comparative advantage. Thus, purely
lucky gains for Smith must be assessed as negatively as purely unlucky
losses for Jones.

Perhaps this difficulty can be overcome by offering a revised asymmetrical
egalitarianism that has both an interpersonal and an intrapersonal
dimension,41 that is, that ties the badness of inequalities to one party being

39 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 1.
40 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 71.
41 Segall,Why InequalityMatters, 78–83. I believe that this more clearly states amotivation for

the revised doctrine than one can find in Segall’s text.
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both comparativelyworse off and non-comparativelyworse off than she has
been (or could have been). Segall proposes:

Revised Luck Egalitarianism: It is bad for one to be badly off [where
“badly off” denotes “worse off than she could have been”42] through
no fault or choice of her own, when this makes her worse off compared
to others.43

Presumably, it is bad for Jones to be worse off than she could have been,
for example, to catch a cold when she could have not been infected, even if
this does notmake herworse off compared to others. It would be bad for her
in a person-affecting way, even if everyone else has also caught that cold.
The badness that Segall refers to in the revised view must not be the
mundane badness that attaches to an individual being intrapersonally
worse off. Rather, what Segall must mean is that, if and only if one becomes
intrapersonally worse off (than one could have been) and this intrapersonal
worseningmakes one comparatively (interpersonally) worse off, badness of
the non-person-affecting sortwill attach to the resulting inequality (or increase
in inequality). This conditioning of the non-person-affecting badness of an
(arbitrary) inequality of welfare on the (arbitrary) intrapersonal loss of the
worse-off party is at the core of each of Segall’s further statements of the
revised view:

For the badness of [in]equality44 to obtain, an individual must be
intrapersonally unfortunate in a way that leads to her being interper-
sonally disadvantaged.45

[Revised egalitarianism] only decrees that it is bad [in the sense of
having egalitarian disvalue] for one to be worse off than she could have
been when this happens for no fault of her own (and when this makes
her worse off than another).46

[F]or inequality to be bad it is not enough for one to be worse off than
another, it must also be the case that one is intrapersonally worse off,
and through no fault of one’s one.47

42 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 80n19.
43 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 80.
44 As printed, Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 83, has the word “equality,” not the word

“inequality.” Segall confirms that this is a typo; it was supposed to be “inequality.” Shlomi
Segall, email message to author, December 6, 2020.

45 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 83.
46 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 81n20.
47 Segall,Why InequalityMatters, 89. Sometimes, Segal seems to be thinking that, according to

the revised view, badness attaches to an individual’s disadvantage only when her interper-
sonal disadvantage explains her intrapersonal disadvantage: “[I]nequality has no value
[I presume Segall means disvalue] when it does not impugn on individuals’ welfare.” Segall,
Why Inequality Matters, 96.
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Segall asks us to imagine a “one-personworld” inhabited byRobinson: “For
egalitarian disvalue to obtain according to [revised egalitarianism], it is not
enough that Robinson was better off yesterday, before he tripped and
sprained his ankle… . Rather for an egalitarian disvalue to obtain, his
sprained ankle must also make him worse off compared to others.”48 If
Robinson suffers a welfare-reducing injury, that loss will engender a
Robinson-affecting badness. However, it will not engender any badness
of interpersonal inequality because there is no man Friday in comparison
with whom Robinson becomes interpersonally worse off. In contrast, were
Friday present—according to Segall, anywhere in space and time—and, say, at
Robinson’s pre-injury welfare level, Robinson’s injury would engender an
interpersonal inequality and non-person-affecting badness would attach to
this engendered inequality.

Let us compare what I call the “disadvantage case” and the “advantage
case.” In the disadvantage case, Jones is on course for a lifetime welfare of
8 and so is Smith. However, through brute bad luck Jones’s lifetime welfare
level drops from 8 to 3:

Disadvantage Case : < 8, 8 > ! < 3, 8 >

This brute bad luck makes Jones intrapersonally disadvantaged and,
through this intrapersonal disadvantage, Jones becomes interpersonally
worse off. According to revised egalitarianism, badness (egalitarian dis-
value) attaches to the resulting interpersonal inequality. Contrast this with
the advantage case inwhich Jones is on course for a lifetimewelfare of 3 and
so is Smith.However, throughbrute good luck Smith’s lifetimewelfare level
rises from 3 to 8:

Advantage Case : <3, 3 > ! <3, 8 >

This brute good luckmakes Smith intrapersonally advantaged and, through
this intrapersonal advantage, Smith becomes interpersonally better off and
Jones becomes interpersonally worse off. However, according to revised
egalitarianism, badness of the non-person-affecting sort (egalitarian dis-
value) does not attach to the resulting interpersonal inequality because it
does not arise from anyone’s intrapersonal disadvantage.49 Thus, according
to Segall’s revised egalitarianism, Smith’s good fortune does not infuse
badness into the resulting (arbitrary) welfare inequality between Jones
and Smith. Hence, it seems that this egalitarianism cannot properly be
charged with countenancing churlish envy of Smith’s good fortune.

It is not clear exactly how to understand the interplay between theworse-
off party’s intrapersonal loss and that party’s resulting interpersonal

48 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 80–81.
49 If Smith’s good luck consisted of 5 additional units of welfare that were on their way to

Jones but then got diverted to Smith, we would have a case of Jones being intrapersonally
disadvantaged.
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disadvantage so as to engender the badness that is said to attach to that
inequality. Perhaps the interplay goes something like this: Jones’s intraper-
sonal loss creates a potentiality for non-person-affecting badness, but this
potentiality is actualized, if and only if an interpersonal inequality obtains in
which that badness can be realized. The potential badness hovers unrea-
lized unless and until an interpersonal inequality arises in which that bad-
ness can be realized.

I shall pose three difficulties for the revised version of asymmetrical luck
egalitarianism. The first and primary difficultywith this revised view is that
no independent rationale is offered for its key feature, namely, that the
intrapersonal disadvantage of the worse-off party is a crucial condition for the
badness of the interpersonal inequality between that party and the better-off
party that arises because of that intrapersonal disadvantage. Conditioning
the non-person-affecting badness of inequalities on the worse-off party’s
intrapersonal loss yields the conclusion that Segall wants. If the condition-
ing is justified, the luck egalitarian sidesteps the CE objection. However,
what can be said for the postulation of this condition beyond its having the
desired implication?Why (else) believe that theworse-off party’smundane,
person-affecting, intrapersonal loss explains the non-person-affecting bad-
ness that purportedly adheres to the interpersonal inequality that arises
because of that intrapersonal loss?50

Neither Jones’swelfare loss nor the disvalue of that loss for Jones provides
a plausible basis for ascribing non-person-affecting disvalue to an inequal-
ity of welfare that may open up because of Jones’s loss. To be clear, I am not
denying the possibility of non-person affecting badness. Rather, I am ques-
tioning that a party’s intrapersonal disadvantage or the disvalue that
attaches to it helps us to understand the (purported) egalitarian disvalue
of the interpersonal inequality that comes into existence because of that
intrapersonal loss. The interesting novel idea within luck egalitarianism is
that there can be a different species of badness that attaches to interpersonal
inequalities or disadvantages rather than to negative conditions within the
lives of individuals. However, the more different in kind the badness of
interpersonal inequality or disadvantage is supposed to be from the bad-
ness of intrapersonal disadvantage, the more difficult it is to see how the
occurrence of the latter can explain the occurrence of the former.

A second difficulty for revised egalitarianism also arises in connection
with explaining the badness of interpersonal inequalities on the basis of
intrapersonal inequalities, that is, intrapersonal losses or gains. The diffi-
culty here is that, if one party’s arbitrary intrapersonal loss has the exotic
power of attaching non-person-affecting badness to the interpersonal
inequality that arises because of that intrapersonal loss, why doesn’t the
other party’s arbitrary intrapersonal gain have the exotic power of attaching

50 See Segall’s own critique of what he calls “Conditional Egalitarianism.” Segall, Why
Inequality Matters, 28–31.
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non-person-affecting badness to the interpersonal inequality that arises
because of that intrapersonal gain? Why should only bad intrapersonal
changes in individual welfare trigger non-person-affecting badness in
resulting interpersonal inequalities? Invoking the potency of Robinson’s
arbitrary intrapersonal disadvantage to explain the non-person-affecting dis-
value of the resulting arbitrary interpersonal inequality seems no more
reasonable than invoking the potency of Friday’s arbitrary intrapersonal
advantage to explain the non-person-affecting disvalue of the resulting inter-
personal inequality. However, if Friday’s intrapersonal gain engenders as
much egalitarian disvalue in the resulting inequality as Robinson’s intra-
personal loss does, we are back to a symmetrical egalitarianism that sup-
ports begrudging Friday his good fortune.51

Anyonewho compares the emergence of an inequality byway of one party
gainingwith the emergence of the same inequality arising bywayof the other
party losing is apt to lookmore favorablyupon the first of these inequalities.52

Anyone is apt to favor the advantage transition <3, 3> à <3, 8> over the
disadvantage transition <8, 8> à <3, 8>. An advocate of revised luck egal-
itarianism might say that this preference reflects and, therefore, is evidence
for the fact that badness attaches to inequalities that arise from intrapersonal
disadvantage but not to inequalities that arise from intrapersonal advantage.
Nevertheless, less speculative explanations are available for the advantage
transition being favored over the disadvantage transition.

For nonegalitarians any combination of the considerations we have been
considering as attaching value to a distribution—namely, the second party
gains, someone gains and no one loses, and aggregate welfare increases—is
a reason for favoring the advantage transition over the disadvantage case.
For familiar pluralist egalitarians, in both cases the change in welfare level
for one party introduces egalitarian disvalue. However, according to the
familiar pluralist egalitarian, in the advantage transition, this egalitarian
disvalue is outweighed by the combination of the value of the second
party’s personal gain, the value of a gain to someone without a loss to
anyone, and the value of an increase in aggregate welfare. In contrast, in
the disadvantage transition, some combination of the disvalue of the first
party’s personal loss, the disvalue of no one gaining, and the disvalue of
diminishing aggregate welfare combines with the (supposed) egalitarian
disvalue to bolster the overall disvalue of the transition. Neither the none-
galitarian explanation nor the familiar egalitarian explanation appeals to the
idea that a transition from an egalitarian to a nonegalitarian distribution
introduces badness, if and only if the interpersonal inequality arises from an
intrapersonal loss.

51 Perhaps, if one holds that the badness of one party’s intrapersonal loss supports belief in
the non-person-affecting badness of the resulting interpersonal inequality, one should also
hold that the goodness of one party’s intrapersonal gain supports belief in the non-person-
affecting goodness of the resulting interpersonal inequality.

52 I put aside gimmicky cases such as an advantage transition in which the gain to one
sadistic party arises from his mistaken belief that the other party is profoundly miserable.
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The third difficulty for revised egalitarianism involves an implication of
this doctrine that is apt to make uncomfortable any advocate of luck egal-
itarianism. A key feature of luck-egalitarian doctrines is that any departure
from equality requires justification. There is a normative cost to any depar-
ture from equality and, hence, any such departure is unjustified, unless the
departure also adds a large enough infusion of countervailing value by
improving the world along some nonegalitarian dimensions. However, in
postulating a necessary—indeed, a dominant—role for intrapersonal dis-
advantage in explaining the badness of interpersonal inequality, revised
egalitarianism opens the door to there beingmany departures from equality
that have no moral cost, namely, all those departures that do not arise
because of one party’s intrapersonal loss. None of those departures will
be unjustified and all of those departures that improve the world to any
degree along some nonegalitarian dimension will be positively justified.

This point is especially clear, if we consider the good-making dimension
of Pareto superiority. With respect to this good-making feature, both dis-
tributions B and B* are to be ranked higher than distribution A in Table 6.

Within familiar forms of pluralist egalitarianism, taking note of the good-
making feature of Pareto superiority is only one step within the all-things-
considered ranking of distributions A and B or distributions A and B*. The
next step involves weighing the disvalue of the inequality of distributions B
or B* against the value of their Pareto superiority. As pluralist egalitarians
are eager to say, even if one ends up ranking distribution B (or B*) over
distribution A, all things considered, one should not surrender the crucial
egalitarian claim that the inequality of distribution B (or B*) is in itself
intrinsically bad.

However, this next step has no place within the ranking procedure called
for by revised egalitarianism. For, according to revised egalitarianism, since
Jones is not intrapersonally disadvantaged under any Pareto-superior
inequality, such as under either distribution B or B*, no intrinsic badness
attaches to theworse-off party’s interpersonal disadvantage. On the revised
view, any value that attaches to a Pareto-superior distribution must out-
weigh the disvalue of its inequality because its inequality can have no
disvalue no matter how great that inequality might be.

Project this result on to the ranking of alternative sets of basic institutions
and norms that affect the distribution of welfare among members of large-
scale, complex, ongoing societies. Many distinct sets of institutions and

Table 6. Equal and Pareto-Superior Distributions

Jones Smith

Distribution A 4 4

Distribution B 4 7

Distribution B* 4 1,000
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norms, the establishment and enforcement of which will engender distri-
butions ofwelfare among themembers of the relevant society,will be Pareto
superior to institutionally enforced equality of welfare.53 A common view
among egalitarian theorists is that a burden of justificationmust be satisfied
by anyone who advocates the establishment and enforcement of any one of
those mutually advantageous sets of basic institutions and norms. Some
case has to be made that enough value is added by adopting the relevant
Pareto-improving institutions to justify the move away from an initial state
of equality. However, revised egalitarianismunintentionally eliminates this
burden of justification. For, according to revised egalitarianism, as long as
no one is intrapersonally disadvantaged, there can be no disvalue in the
resulting distribution of welfare that nonegalitarian value must be great
enough to overcome. On the basis of these three difficulties, I conclude that
revised luck egalitarianism is neither a viable doctrine nor one that accords
with the general thrust of luck egalitarianism. Thus, it is not a basis for luck
egalitarianism to rebut or sidestep the CE objection.

However, here is a complication.54 Segall has a very broad understanding
of a person beingmade intrapersonally worse off than she could have been.
According to Segall, if Jones is not born wealthy and Smith is, then Jones is
worse off than she could have been. Whenever there is a windfall for Smith
that could have fallen upon Jones, Jones is intrapersonallyworse off than she
could have been and, due to that, is also interpersonally worse off: “Jones…
has suffered an intrapersonal misfortune (the misfortune of not being born
into wealth) which, in turn, made him worse off compared to [Smith or
Rockefeller].”55 Segall’s view seems to be that Jones suffers intrapersonal
misfortune, even if none of the windfall for Smith or Rockefeller can be
redistributed to Jones. Given this understanding of a person being made
intrapersonally worse off than she could have been, every case of a person
being interpersonallyworse off is a case of that person being intrapersonally
worse off. Nothing more is required for Jones to be intrapersonally disad-
vantaged than for Jones to be interpersonally advantaged!56 If we attend to
this view of being made intrapersonally worse off than one could be, even
revised egalitarianism negatively assesses all brute good luck gains to Smith.
In this light, contrary to my argument concerning the third difficulty for it,
revised egalitarianism does not clash with familiar egalitarian intuitions.
However, that is because it collapses back into familiar egalitarianism and,
for that reason, cannot distance itself from countenancing churlish envy.57

53 I set aside the worsening of people who are downcast by the welfare gains of others.
54 The possibility of which is noted by an anonymous referee.
55 Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 82.
56 Recall my discussion in Section I of the conflation of an individual being comparatively

worse off and that individual being non-comparatively worse off.
57 Another salient feature of Segall’s asymmetrical luck egalitarianism is the claim that “[t]he

badness of inequality … must reside with, or be owned by the worse-off party. That is, the
badness of inequality, non-person-affecting as it might be, has something to do with her [the
worse-off party] and her position, certainly more than with the better off party.” Segall, Why

258 ERIC MACK

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052523000298 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052523000298


VI. C

I have offered two objections to luck egalitarianism. The NAA objection
takes note of the egalitarian insistence that the disvalue of inequality is only
one of a plurality of values or disvalues that need to be considered in
arriving at a judgment about the ranking of alternative distributions of
welfare. This turn to pluralism places a reasonable demand upon luck
egalitarianism to provide an account of how different sorts of values or
disvalues that are supposed to attach to available distributions of welfare
are to be aggregated or weighed against one another. In Section II, I con-
tended that it is difficult to imagine how to begin assembling such an
account. In Section III, I responded to the suggestion that pluralist egalitar-
ians can provide a reflective-equilibrium account of a proper ranking pro-
cedure and I responded to the suggestion that the NAA objection
sweepingly rejects all pluralist decision-making.

The CE objection against luck egalitarianism is that this doctrine counte-
nances envy directed toward the faultless good fortune of others. This
objection places a reasonable demand on luck egalitarians to formulate a
version of their doctrine that does not underwrite envious responses toward
those who gain through brute good luck. I contend that themost auspicious
path toward satisfying the demand not to underwrite churlish envy is one
that advances a luck egalitarianismasymmetrically affirming the badness of
arbitrary disadvantage rather than the badness of both arbitrary disadvan-
tage and arbitrary advantage. Since this is the strategy pursued in Segall’s
Why Inequality Matters, in Sections IV and V I offered my critique of Segall’s
initial and revised versions of asymmetrical egalitarianism. I contend that
neither version of asymmetrical egalitarianism is able to rebut or sidestep
the CE objection. Thus, I conclude that luck egalitarianism seems unable to
satisfy each of the two reasonable demands upon it that I have posed.

Philosophy, Tulane University

InequalityMatters, 63–64. Segall ties this claim about the non-person-affecting badness residing
in or being owned by the worse-off party to the view that it is the worse-off party who has a
valid complaint about that badness rather than both of the parties having that complaint.
Indeed, “the badness of inequality [is] grounded in an individual complaint, one possessed
disproportionally by the worse off.” Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 113. As I have noted in
Section IV above, if the complaint that grounds the badness of inequality is against the
comparatively better-off individual, we are back to an egalitarianism that does countenance
envy. An alternative is that the complaint is against God or the universe: “[T]ry and imagine
yourself to be some sort of creator of [an arbitrarily unequal] universe, upon whom supplica-
tions aremade. The poor Incas (and theworse-off aliens) have a good claim that theymaypress
on you.” Segall, Why Inequality Matters, 51.
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