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Why do we condemn inequality?  Inequality is a social ill because of the damage it does to human flourishing.  Unequal distribution of wealth can have the effect that some people are poorly housed, badly nourished, ill-educated, unhappy or uncultured, among other things.  In other words, inequality leaves some less ‘well off’ than others.  When we seek to make people more equal our concern is not just resources or property but how people fare under one distribution or another. We care about inequality because of its effect on people and we lose interest in problems of inequality if the putatively unequal are doing equally well in their quality of life.
  Ultimately, the answer to the question, ‘equality of what?’ is flourishing, since whatever policies or principles we adopt, it is flourishing, or wellbeing, that we hope will be more equal as a result of our endeavours.  


Flourishing is not, however, the focus of most egalitarian theories.  Egalitarians tend to avoid ideas such as living well or the good life, focussing on goods, income or resources – on the instruments of flourishing, not flourishing itself.
   This is because most contemporary egalitarians are in some sense neutralists, uneasy with the idea of prescribing how to live.  After all, the idea of flourishing presupposes that we can delineate, in some more or less objective way, what counts as living well as opposed to living badly, in order to promote the former and discourage the latter.  Neutralists contend that social policy should play no role in the matter of plans of life.  Individuals’ freedom to choose how to live should be respected and political theories that take a stand on what counts as living well are illiberal.


This paper proposes what I shall call a flourishing account of equality.  I take up Richard Arneson’s suggestion that there might be ‘conceptual room... within the space of perfectionist views, for political principles that are nonelitist, recognizably liberal, and egalitarian.’
  What follows is not a precise or exhaustive analytical inquiry; I do not consider a number of important questions about egalitarian distribution and others I consider only briefly.  This paper undertakes a wide-ranging discussion to capture the philosophical context and general features of an egalitarianism centred on the idea of flourishing.
  First, I will show that the flourishing approach has historical antecedents in socialist writings from William Morris to William Beveridge.  Second, I will discuss how the position draws on the ideas of contemporary, though less perfectionist, egalitarians such as Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum.  Finally, I will argue that a focus on flourishing can address familiar challenges to egalitarianism such as the problem of individual responsibility.  The result is a perfectionist view, but one equipped to withstand the charge of paternalism often made of perfectionism. I will argue that my ‘egalitarian perfectionism’
 promises a robust political philosophy that can avoid common objections made to theories of equality, on the one hand, and theories of the good life, on the other.

The Aesthetic Road to Equality
The idea that public policy should seek to render levels of human flourishing more equal might seem at odds with the limited interest in equality among contemporary perfectionists such as George Sher, who does not discuss the idea, or Joseph Raz, who finds equality a misguided ideal.
  The perfectionist tradition is thought to focus on enabling great achievements for the gifted  rather than extending wellbeing to the many; as Nietzsche put it, promoting superman over the herd.
  In fact, perfectionists are often interested in equality, though for instrumentalist reasons, as a means of achieving perfection.  The idea that equality is of instrumental value is illustrated by William Galston’s view that a conception of equality ‘is needed to move from the individual good to public institutions and policies.’
  Thomas Hurka also suggests that egalitarian policy is of interest insofar as it serves the more fundamental goals of perfectionism, and thus perfectionism has a ‘strong but defeasible tendency to favour material equality.’
  The position I seek to advance, in contrast, begins with egalitarian premises and then argues that what we seek to equalise is flourishing.

The concept of egalitarian perfectionism might seem peculiar to contemporary ears.  But there are historical precedents; indeed, the entire nineteenth century egalitarian tradition has perfectionist assumptions.  William Morris is a significant example of someone whose conception of living well shaped his commitment to equality.
  For him, there was no tension between perfectionism and egalitarianism.
  Morris’s design house, Morris, Faulkner and Company, sought to create ‘art for life.’  Much influenced by the art of the Middle Ages, Morris looked to traditional manufacturing for an aesthetic beautiful in form, useful in practice, and fulfilling in its creation.
  Morris’s aesthetic was at odds with Victorian trends: both the taste for ornate decoration as well as the method of mass production.  Morris came to believe that his aesthetic ideals were also in tension with the imperatives of the capitalist economic system. Traditional crafts, the preservation of green spaces, respect for historical architecture, etc., were at risk if wealth was in the hands of the few.  For Morris, the revitalization of the arts required society to interfere with ‘the privilege of private persons to destroy the beauty of the earth for their private advantage.’ 
  Morris is often said to have anticipated the philosophy of Britain’s National Trust, which found its aesthetic aims bound up with egalitarian policy: care of England’s historic buildings required public stewardship, and public stewardship entailed the principle of public access to their beauty.




Morris perceived the connection between perfectionism and egalitarianism early on, but at first he construed equality merely as a means to perfection.  Public ownership increases the likelihood of preservation, a point of view that could be endorsed by an aesthete uninterested in equality (John Ruskin, for example).
  As Morris’s ideas evolved, however, he came to see the constitutive link between egalitarianism and perfectionism.
The idea of craftsmanship in particular evolved from an aesthetic concept to a political one, prompting a critique of the inequality of capitalism.  ‘A very inequitably divided material prosperity’ meant that people ‘work as laboriously as ever they did,’ but have ‘lost the solace that labour once provided,’ that is, ‘the opportunity of expressing their own thoughts to their fellows by means of that very labour.’  And the result was the diminishing of the valuable: ‘cheap market wares,’ ‘mere scaffold-poles for building up profits.’
  Thus Morris’s aestheticism, ‘an act of rebellion against an ugly age’
 became a political struggle for equality centred on the idea of wellbeing.   


Morris makes it clear that wellbeing is to be understood objectively, independent of people’s subjective views. As evidenced by the titles of his lectures, ‘How We Live and How We Might Live,’ ‘Useful Work versus Useless Toil,’ ‘True and False Society,’ Morris’s idea of social justice assumed a conception of value.  Inequality not only makes us ‘sweating and terrified for our livelihood,’ it robs the poor of the ‘true ideal of a full and reasonable life’.
  In embracing the hope for ‘a new and higher life for all men,’
 Morris supposed that one could pronounce on the kinds of lives people ought to live.  He also assumed that the good life would not be self-evident to most people.  Workers would not necessarily perceive the fact of their oppression or its effects.
  Inequality had so degraded human beings that their choices were bound to be bad; reduced to a ‘skinny and pitiful existence’ the worker ‘scarcely knows how to frame a desire for any life much better than that which he now endures perforce.’
   


Morris is not unusual among nineteenth century socialists in his desire to marry perfectionism with egalitarianism.  Marx’s critique of inequality is also a critique of alienation and alienation is an inherently perfectionist concept.  It refers, not just to the unfairness of economic hardship, but the distortion in values such hardship imposes, making implicit appeal to the idea of the proper form life should take.  Economic inequality is wrong because it degrades human beings, robs them of dignity, self-determination, the ability to develop their capacities.  The term degradation is illuminating, at once embodying both egalitarian and perfectionist elements.   Thus it may be said, with a pleasing irony, that in the 1880s Morris anticipated Marx’s 1844 Manuscripts, not published until long after Morris’s death.


Moreover, it was not just socialists who took the view that the community should foster worthwhile ways of living.  We are so used to thinking of Mill in terms of a hackneyed harm principle that we overlook the perfectionist aspects of his thought.  But as Anthony Appiah, points out, a ‘my-freedom-ends-at-your-nose antipaternalism’ fails to capture Mill’s concern for human development.  In On Liberty the ‘cultivation of individuality’ emerges as society’s ultimate aim: ‘What more or better can be said of any condition of human affairs, than that it brings human beings themselves nearer to the best thing they can be?’
  


The idea that society seeks to enable individuals to live well continued to animate liberalism after Mill.  L.T. Hobhouse considered the idea of a common culture vital to twentieth century liberalism when he wrote in 1911 that

mutual aid is no less important than mutual forbearance, the theory of collective action no less fundamental than the theory of personal freedom… we regard liberty as primarily of social interest, as something flowing from the necessities of continuous advance in those regions of truth and of ethics which constitute the matters of highest social concern.
 

Thus when early twentieth-century egalitarians married their ideal of equality to the principle of a public responsibility for the good life, they were helping themselves to a widely accepted view.  R.H. Tawney, for example, affirmed Morris’s evolution from aesthete to socialist when he argued that egalitarianism followed from perfectionist ideas about the state.  For Tawney, a concern for ‘the perfecting of the individual,’ should have as its ‘manifestation an outlook on society which sympathised with the attempt to bring the means of a good life within the reach of all.’


Socialists accordingly conceived their goals in terms of the constituents of flourishing.  In the Fabian call for a National Minimum, for example, the distribution of leisure counted as much as the distribution of income, since it would enable individuals to ‘nurture and express their individuality.’
  William Beveridge, one of the architects of the British welfare state, spoke of a postwar ‘battle’ against the ‘giants’ of injustice.  The perfectionist terms of his argument are striking; he refers to the amelioration of squalor and the elimination of idleness, rather than simply increasing income or resources.  For Beveridge, the new commitment to the state provision of social welfare involved the aim of elevating human fulfilment, capacities and character.


We now have two ways of conceiving the relation between equality and human flourishing.  On the first, equality is valued instrumentally, as a means of protecting the constituents of human flourishing; the good is promoted where there is public stewardship and its corollary, public access to the valuable and other egalitarian measures.   But on the second, equality itself is an ideal, which is specified in terms of enabling more equal wellbeing.  The answer to the question of what it is we are trying to make more equal is flourishing, an answer that was – it appears – commonsensical for egalitarians in Morris’s time and some time thereafter.
  

Neutralism v. Perfectionism

The publication of John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice in 1971 is often heralded for revitalising political philosophy after the subject had languished for most of the twentieth century.  Rawls set the terms for political philosophy so that questions of wellbeing were relegated to the personal domain, congruent with state neutrality about the good.  I do not pretend to offer a sustained analysis of Rawls’s position which is, after all, not devoid of perfectionist elements.
  Of interest, rather, is the idea of neutrality about the good in contemporary liberal discourse which has become prominent under the influence of Rawlsian liberalism.  Egalitarian philosophers since Rawls tend to define the metric of distributive justice in terms of the means to individuals’ ends, things which, as Rawls puts it, ‘a rational man wants no matter what else he wants.’  Under conditions of fair equality of opportunity, once goods (which include non-material goods) are allocated according to a just principle of distribution, whether people flourish or not is taken to be a matter of their own responsibility; as Rawls puts it, ‘it is assumed that the members of society are rational persons able to adjust their conceptions of the good to their situation.’
  For Dworkin, the ideal of equality necessitates neutrality; to treat persons with equal concern and respect means showing no preference for a plan of life, be it that of the beer-drinking, television-watching citizen or that of the champagne-quaffing opera lover.  People should be free to decide what kind of life they want to pursue with their fair share of resources.
  


A notable exception to the goods/resources approach is the highly influential work of Amartya Sen.  Sen argues that focusing on equitable shares of goods fails to take account that ‘what goods do for people’ is subject to enormous variation because of differing circumstances in how people live.
  Sen’s answer to ‘equality of what?’ is therefore not goods or preferences for goods, but ‘functionings’ or capabilities to achieve functionings.  

Living may be seen as consisting of a set of interrelated ‘functionings’, consisting of beings and doings…The relevant functionings can vary from such elementary things as being adequately nourished, being in good health, avoiding escapable morbidity and premature mortality, etc., to more complex achievements such as being happy, having self-respect, taking part in the life of the community, and so on.
 

Sen does not opt for the obvious alternative to goods or resources, that is, satisfaction; desire fulfillment, he says, can give a distorted measure of wellbeing because of the problem of ‘entrenched deprivation,’ where the disadvantaged person adjusts his or her expectations, goals and desires. ‘The extent of a person’s deprivation, then, may not show up in the metric of desire-fulfilment, even though he or she may fail to be adequately nourished, decently clothed, minimally educated and properly sheltered.’
  One can become accustomed to disadvantage, and thus be cheery in the face of an objectively inadequate standard of living.  Or one can take for granted a relatively privileged position and feel discontented and yearn for more.  It is a poor theory of equality that simply reinforces the effects of an unequal distribution and concludes that the demands of equality are met simply because the poor are undemanding.
 


The capability view does not, however, directly tackle what I take to be the root of the problem of alternative approaches, which is their agnosticism about value.
   Schemas such as that of Rawls are inadequate not just because of what Sen calls their ‘goods fetishism’ which takes insufficient account of the impact of goods on persons.  The neutralism of egalitarian positions in the Rawlsian tradition is also a serious defect.  Primary goods or resources are inadequate as a distributive measure because appeal to them fails to address the question of the purposes to which goods are put.  What is bad about being poor is not simply having less money than other people, but also deprivation of the constituents of a valuable life.  


These constituents can be grouped into three categories.  First, there is the ability to choose how to live since, as all must liberals agree, a non-autonomous life falls short as a flourishing existence.  A second constituent of wellbeing is objectively worthwhile pursuits, for there are better and worse ways of living and even the freely chosen pursuit can be defective.  Finally, personal contentment is an important feature of flourishing, since freely chosen objective pursuits are inadequate sources of wellbeing if the person derives no pleasure or fulfillment from them.  As Sher puts it, ‘we can hardly deny that happiness, pleasure, and enjoyment are among life’s goods.’
  Though the valuable does not necessarily produce pleasure, this should not entail an austere version of perfectionism where pleasure figures as ‘an accretion’ relevant only insofar as worthy pursuits tend to produce it.
  


It follows that wellbeing obviously involves more than the satisfaction of biological needs.  People need food, shelter, and health, but they also need education, friendship and love, participation in public life, play and sport, experiences of nature, culture, and opportunities for intellectual reflection in order to enjoy wellbeing.
   Indeed, it may be that improvements in wellbeing derived from cultural, aesthetic and social pursuits are more important than improvements in physical wellbeing, once a threshold of some kind has been met.


Egalitarians have sometimes suggested that we should aim to make people equal in all the constituents of human happiness, and where this is not possible, compensation should be provided.  Shoeless Joe is poor, but has love and friendship.  Conrad is rich, but has no friends.  A life without friends is a life unequal to that of most human beings in a way that is of great importance to human contentment.
  The nineteenth century French utopian socialist, Charles Fourier, considered inequality in love and sex a matter of redistribution, and proposed that in utopia, the unattractive and uncharming would be befriended and romanced by those more fortunately endowed. 
  


Human flourishing itself cannot be equalized, of course.  We can live under ideal conditions for flourishing and still fail to flourish.  One’s lack of human relationships might just be the inevitable result of a certain kind of character.  Some of us are like Eeyore in Winnie-the-Pooh: determined to take a grim look on life.  Others of us resemble the lazy aristocrat Oblomov in Russian literature: slothful persons who don’t make the most of our potential.  These characters may be the result of environmental factors, family background, schooling, class position or deprivation, but it is safe to assume that no society, however successful its policies, can wholly eliminate glumness or sloth.  A flourishing approach must therefore accept shortfalls in flourishing that derive from personalities.


Although flourishing itself cannot be equalized, we can attend to levels of flourishing to determine whether shortfalls in flourishing are the result of conditions that can and ought to be improved by public policy.  And we should have a demanding set of expectations as well as an imaginative preparedness to see the environmental roots of deficits in wellbeing.  Strict equality is ruled out by my position, since flourishing by its very nature cannot be precisely calibrated, let alone equalised, but it follows from the flourishing idea that the just society will seek to bring its members up to a threshold of equal wellbeing, ambitiously understood.  This is achieved by equalising flourishing at a base level and then raising it in stages, to ensure that the flourishing of the worst off is improved.
   
Public policy can address a culture of anomie or alienation that breeds loneliness; support for a rich and diverse public culture of clubs, festivals and concerts, drop-in centres, nature walks, libraries and swimming pools can provide opportunities for social interaction and community. And public policy can give support to families to help raise children who are loved and lovable.  These ideas might look like radical departures from neutralist orthodoxy, but they are in fact practiced in countries such as Canada and Britain (and to some degree the USA), where it is taken to be commonsensical that one of the roles of the state is to enable citizens to live well.
  


Sen’s argument brings these issues into focus for egalitarians, but he is reluctant to defend the perfectionist implications of his argument.  For Sen, functioning, which involves the exercise of a capability, should be jettisoned in favour of mere capability, which gives scope for choice.
  Sen notes that capability, rather than functioning, has the advantage of leaving people free to decide what capabilities to realise.  The idea of capability focuses on the accessibility of x, y, and z, even if people only opt for x.
   Martha Nussbaum emphasises this point, arguing that ‘respect for people and their choices’ means that ‘capability, not functioning, is the appropriate political goal.’

I maintain that Sen and Nussbaum are wrong to drop functioning for capability for two reasons.  First, though freedom to choose is an aspect of wellbeing, wellbeing per se is also a matter of actual achievement.
  Wellbeing involves not just access to a fulfilling life, or the capacity for such a life, but success in these things.
  It would be a paltry ideal of communist man if it meant he merely had the opportunity to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, criticise after dinner, but opted instead for lying on the couch!
  A culture of fatalism and low expectations can be transmitted across generations so that people fail to flourish even when they have capabilities available to them that they lacked before.  This suggests that capabilities actually depend on functioning; indeed, often we need to do things in order to be able to do them.  This is in part because whether or not there is genuine equality of opportunity cannot be determined without reference to the extent to which outcomes are in fact equal; as Sen admits, functionings have at least a data-collection advantage in that they are more easily observed.  But further, Nussbaum admits there are cases when ‘the absence of a function is really a sign that the capability itself has been surrendered.’
   It thus makes sense to zero in on flourishing or functioning itself as the object of egalitarian policy.  As Arneson notes, there are clear cases where we should seek achieved wellbeing over opportunity for wellbeing if the result is a higher quality of life.
  This is especially obvious for certain functionings, like health, which are valuable irrespective of people’s choices.
  


The second advantage of a focus on functioning, or actual flourishing, lies in the content of functionings.  G.A. Cohen has faulted the capabilities idea for ‘athleticism,’ i.e. linking distributive justice to active engagement or achievement when the amelioration of disadvantage – e.g. feeding a hungry baby – need not require agency.
  But ‘athleticism’ is suggestive.  If we focus exclusively on mere access to functioning we risk too thin an understanding of what functioning is, reducing our egalitarian criterion to the simple satisfaction of basic needs.  The ideal of active engagement with the world, creative labour, participation and fellowship, as conceived by socialists such as Morris, are vital aspects of wellbeing.  Nussbaum and Sen’s capabilities include, after all, not just subsistence, but uniquely human capabilities for education and participation in public life.  


In sum, there are contemporary approaches to the problem of equality with some affinity to our flourishing account.  Notwithstanding his own reservations, Sen’s argument leads to a fruitful way of conceiving of how the project of equalization must focus on not mere access to goods or states of satisfaction, but an objective measure of wellbeing.  It is greater equality of flourishing that is the proper aim of an egalitarian policy and the extent to which this aim is realized will be assessed according to, in considerable part, whether people actually flourish.

Responsibility and Wellbeing

The problem of contribution is a serious challenge to the ideal of equality.  Failures of contribution can take many forms; for example, there are those who do not have the capacity to contribute at all, and there are others who contribute adequate amounts, but less than they are capable.  Let us consider the problem of what to do about people who have the capacity to contribute to society’s resources, but choose not to.   Anti-egalitarians pejoratively dub these persons as ‘shirkers,’ ‘free-loaders,’ or ‘spongers’ and argue that they undermine equality by benefiting from others’ contributions whilst refusing to make any of their own.  Perfectionist egalitarians have seemed especially oblivious to the problem, perhaps generalizing from their own enthusiasm for work (work which in Morris’s case, at least, was both interesting and lucrative), to assume that the equal society would consist of industrious and fulfilled persons sustaining equality through their contributions.  Exactly how much people contributed compared to what they received was, as Will Kymlicka quotes Tawney, a mere ‘detail of the countinghouse.’
  It did not occur to these thinkers that self-reliance might atrophy in a society that provides unconditional income, and that responsible citizens could end up subsidising the costly ways of life of irresponsible citizens. 


Putting the question baldly, are the lazy entitled to the fruits of the industrious?  Egalitarians might counter with another crude question: should the lazy starve? -- resisting the Victorian idea of ‘the undeserving poor’.  Marx’s slogan, ‘from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs,’ makes a clear separation between contribution and distribution.  (It is worth noting that under Stalin, Marx’s heady utopianism was overturned with the ominous warning: ‘those who do not work do not eat.’)  There is a conundrum here: it would be an unjust society that permitted its unproductive members to starve, and yet it would be an unjust society where members shirk a duty to contribute.  Moreover, both societies cultivate impoverished relations of responsibility and reciprocity; neither admits that enabling the welfare of others is a duty of citizenship.


A well-known example of an argument for equality without duties of contribution is the ‘welfare for surfers’ credo of Phillippe Van Parijs.  Van Parijs calls for an unconditional social minimum that ensures support for individuals who refuse to work.  If we are to leave individuals autonomous in their choices, then we must not make social welfare contingent on making choices that are productive.  Van Parijs argues that an unconditional basic income is simply a fair allocation of individuals’ collective assets to which all have equal entitlement.  Moreover, human diversity is such that it would be difficult to find a fair way of rewarding the different degrees of ‘disutility’ different kinds of work impose on individuals.
   Thus Van Parijs bites the bullet: lazy surfer though he may and always will be, the shirker is entitled to a social minimum, leaving his egalitarian argument with an obvious difficulty in winning support from the industrious and affluent.   Van Parijs makes no demands of the lazy, but it can be argued he is demanding of the hardworking;
 under-contributors can only be looked after if there are willing over-contributors.  The upshot may be political disaster, but it also may be unfair.  Moreover, an unconditional largesse that asks nothing of citizens also shows little respect for individuals’ capacity for self-discipline, responsibility and direction of their lives.


 ‘Luck egalitarianism’ is a position that has emerged as a response to the problem of contribution.  It modifies Rawls’s theory of distribution in order to take into account considerations of desert and responsibility.  Rawls sought to mitigate the position of the worst off, and though his task presupposes fair equality of opportunity, it does not set any conditions for the amelioration of disadvantage.  Dworkin, in contrast, argues that though a hierarchy of reward is not justified if it is the outcome of talents for which people cannot be responsible, it is justified if it is the outcome of freely chosen decisions.
  So if you are unable to contribute you deserve compensation, but if you choose not to, you are not entitled to expect society to provide for you.  The influence of this argument is such that the majority of contemporary egalitarians, however diverse, favour a metric which somehow distinguishes between ‘option luck,’ features of one’s lot that are shaped by choice, and ‘brute luck,’ features of one’s lot that are immune to choice.
  


‘Luck egalitarians’ tend to assume that we can distinguish between outcomes that are chosen and those that are not.  Yet prudent decision-making skills might be one of those innate capacities, like others of Rawls’s ‘natural lottery,’ for which one should not take (full) credit or blame.
  The brute luck-option luck distinction is hard to draw if economic condition can affect our choice-making capacity; bad choices can be a consequence of economic disadvantage, not the other way around.  Poorly paid employment can engender a desire for gratification that is unavailable at work and fatalism about the prospects of prudent investment in the long-term.  Why not, then, blow one’s pay on a Saturday night to compensate for the drudgery of the week even if it leaves nothing for a rainy day?  The familiar ‘culture of poverty,’ where poor people are acculturated into a set of fatalistic attitudes and practices, discourages people from taking steps to improve their lot.
  It seems harsh to condemn the imprudent to impoverishment, particularly if an initial bad decision can produce a class-divided society with lasting intergenerational effects.  


Some luck egalitarians might agree that many bad choices made by poor people are not really choices, since they are caused by disadvantage, and thus the consequences that ensue are best thought of as bad brute luck.  However, the more one presses this strategy, the more the notion of luck looks beside the point, of mere polemical value in warding off challenges to the principle of redistribution. We put the cart before the horse if we attribute ‘bad luck’ to those outcomes we think of as unjust rather than deploying luck as a criterion for justice.  


Moreover, assuming it were possible, the task of discerning precisely which disadvantages merit amelioration and which do not would involve intrusive surveillance. Critics argue these measures are especially distasteful in a society whose egalitarian ambitions are predicated on some measure of social solidarity.  As Jonathan Wolff puts it, ‘shameful revelation’ is out of place in the egalitarian society that must complement its pursuit of justice with respect for persons.
  Policing the home life of welfare recipients, requiring that citizens use social benefits for certain designated expenditures through a coupon system, insisting that those on welfare submit to training or report for work are responses that are callous and disrespectful of the privacy and self-determination of individuals.  Arneson therefore says we should ‘downplay’ desert and focus instead on the goal of improving people’s welfare, the moral requirement of giving aid.
  

Nonetheless, desert plays a role; not in determining entitlement to human flourishing, but in flourishing itself.   Mill contended that there are cases where ‘help perpetuates the state of things which renders help necessary,’
 but recent studies in the U.S. have cast doubt cast on the supposition that guaranteeing income encourages disadvantaged persons to shirk measures that would enable self-sufficiency.
  My position need not take a stand on this issue, for whatever the case, desert cannot serve as a criterion for distribution; it is difficult to ascertain and lack of it does not excuse withholding aid to the needy.  But feeling deserving of resources – which comes from being productive – is constitutive of wellbeing just as resources themselves are.  Not being hungry, of course, is a more important source of wellbeing than feeling deserving of food!  Yet getting and feeling that one has earned what one is getting is better than just getting.  Thus there are wellbeing grounds for a community to be wary of simply picking up the tab for bad choices.  Individuals will not learn how to make good choices, they will be reluctant to choose goods that require deferral of gratification, and they will not learn the virtues of reciprocity and responsibility.  The wellbeing conception indicates the importance of providing conditions that enhance choice-making capacity, and this may involve holding individuals responsible, to some extent, for their choices.  

 Thus we should consider the matter of individuals’ contribution, not in order to punish the under-contributors, but to help them enjoy more fulfilling lives.  Working gives structure to one’s life, exposes one to different experiences and people, provides scope for cooperation and interaction with others in the public domain, enables one to develop skills and earn respect for them, to become self-directed, self-controlled and ethical.
  Being responsible is thus a crucial basis for self-respect and furthers human wellbeing.  Instead of a sink-or-swim approach to equality which punishes the less productive, we should see non-contribution as itself a form of disadvantage, a shortfall in flourishing.


Luck egalitarians tend to be neutralists who eschew a social commitment to the idea of wellbeing; they are thus ill-placed to consider how responsibility is a constituent of living well.  Egalitarian perfectionism enables a more constructive approach which, discerning a lack of flourishing, seeks not humiliation, but the bolstering of the means of self-respect.  Furthermore, the idea of human flourishing expresses what Dworkin calls the ‘challenge model’ where living well is akin to an inherently valuable skilful performance, which is bound up with being self-determining, developing one’s capacities and talents and finding self-mastery:
 living the Morris life, if you will.  Dworkin makes the insightful point that injustice insults and diminishes the self-respect of citizens, the rich as well as the poor.  If we are seeking equality in living the good life, and if the good life is in some sense a life of self-mastery, then queueing for income does not render the beneficiary the equal of others.  This is worth bearing in mind when considering the problem of ‘welfare bums,’ who as the phrase suggest, live lives that are in some sense contemptible.
  


Productivity is not necessarily constitutive of living well; some might venture that the pleasure-seeking grasshopper has a better appreciation of the good life than the toiling ant.
  The flourishing model has the advantage of taking a broad view of what constitutes a contribution to society.  Once we steer away from the allocation of goods and focus instead on the constituents of flourishing we can move away from a productivist obsession to embrace a wide-ranging view of the worthwhile.  Some flourishing persons are not economically productive, but they do develop a variety of skills, talents, interests that make for a fulfilling life; the artist is an obvious example.  On this view, the much mocked example of surfing, which is after all a pursuit that requires application and skill, is a potential candidate for living well.
  Whether surfing enriches non-surfers is a debatable point; the flourishing approach gives us grounds for saying that the surfer is missing something if he or she in fact fails to contribute to society altogether.


Finally, we should stress the phenomenon of the undeserving rich – people whose wealth is the result of inheritance, dividends, mere ownership of assets.  In our haste to come to terms with the problem of those whose poverty is alleviated without any effort on their part we can easily overlook how many of the wealthy are undeserving of their wealth and moreover, fail to contribute to society; as a Canadian socialist leader once put it, they are ‘corporate welfare bums.’
  Moreover, easy access to income means whole lives can be aimless and frivolous, preoccupied with the status conferred by luxury goods, and devoid of projects, let alone exertion or struggle, antithetical to the most basic notions of human flourishing.  Hurka notes, ‘if it is corrupting to receive a welfare cheque…should it not also be corrupting to receive an inheritance or dividend cheque?’
   Thus the relation between responsibility, wealth and flourishing set out by our egalitarian theory should apply to both rich and poor. 

Paternalism and Perfection
The view that we should hold people responsible for their choices follows from another liberal ideal: that we should respect people’s capacity to make such choices.  The emphasis on choice sits awkwardly with perfectionism, since people can make choices detrimental to their flourishing, even if choice is also a constituent of flourishing.  Here we have the crux of a fundamental controversy in the idea of egalitarian perfectionism.  On the one hand, its focus on flourishing suggests people need direction as to how to live, and on the other, flourishing seems undermined by such direction.  Perfectionism is dogged by the problem of paternalism.  In what remains, I focus on this controversy in order to show that it is possible both to promote the good and leave individuals free to choose it.  The result is a concept of egalitarian flourishing that is not only consistent with autonomy but conducive to it. 


The paternalism critique has two aspects. First is the charge that perfectionism is committed to a monological conception of human flourishing which prohibits diversity.  Second is the charge that perfectionism is coercive.  The perfectionist might appear to have an easy answer to the first charge in Marx’s ideal of communist man; the ideal, however, does not offer the diversity of pluralism, but rather that of a single, yet variegated, way of life – the Morris way of life, if you will, given William Morris’s own example of a life devoted to a variety of creative activities.
  
Nonetheless, the objection that perfectionism commits us to promoting a single conception of the good is hard to take seriously. Debates about perfectionism have been ill-served by the phrase ‘the good,’ which indicates the alternative to neutrality is a single conception of wellbeing; rather, wellbeing takes diverse, sometimes incommensurable forms. As Steven Wall puts it, although value-nihilism is ruled out by perfectionism, value-pluralism is not.
  There is considerable ideological space between neutrality about the good and what Dworkin castigates as an ‘ethical intolerance’ of all conceptions of the good but one’s own.
  Raz, for example, is adamant that his concept of perfectionism is pluralist, arguing that pluralism and tolerance are necessary because complete moral perfection is unattainable: whichever form of life one pursues, there will be ‘virtues which elude one because they are available only to people pursuing alternative and incompatible forms of life.’
  Just as Marx noted that the diversity of human beings requires an egalitarian distribution which apportions unequally, according to different human needs, so too must we recognise that like needs, human talents and interests are diverse, and thus human flourishing is variegated in character.  Wellbeing figures as what we might call a ‘provisional universal,’ wherein wellbeing is a universal goal that can be aspired to in many different ways.  


These considerations about pluralism do not, however, settle the second aspect of the paternalism critique, that is, that perfectionism involves compulsion.  Even if egalitarian perfectionists conceive of the good pluralistically, they might still advocate restrictive measures to ensure that we choose from among its forms.  As Sher notes, choice can be restricted in various ways.  First, there is explicit coercion in the form of punishment or the threat of punishment; this is a clear case of unfreedom.  Second, there is the use of non-rational methods of persuasion to induce individuals to live well.  Third, there is the use of incentives.  And fourth, there are efforts to institutionalise and enable worthwhile pursuits.
 

Neutralist liberals sometimes suggest that perfectionism is tied to the first form of choice restriction, that is, coercion, whereby people will be forced to subscribe to certain ways of life, as the Catholic Church did in the Spanish Inquisition.  Such a doctrine is at odds with egalitarian perfectionism as I understand it.  There is no reason to suppose that a concern for the equality of human flourishing must adopt coercive measures; indeed, coercion undermines flourishing.  Egalitarian perfectionists certainly declaim coercion; after all, coercion was one of the grounds for Morris’s critique of capitalism: ‘while you live,’ he lamented, ‘you will see all round you people engaged in making others live lives which are not their own.’
  The person who is coerced into the valuable will engage in it mechanically, perhaps resentfully, or out of prudence, in order to avoid punishment.  For the utopian Morris, living well meant precisely the elimination of coercion.
  It is hard to imagine the possibility of living the good under coercion.  Hurka says of governments: ‘they can supply the necessary conditions of their citizens’ perfection, or conditions that make this perfection more likely, but the sufficient conditions are beyond their power.’
  
 Coercive measures adopted for non-perfectionist reasons can, of course, turn out to have perfectionist effects.  For example, the sanctions of the criminal law can have the effect of inducing people to make better choices about how to live.  However, the justification for these sanctions is not perfectionist, even if perfectionism is a happy by-product.   There are some activities which, if performed publicly, cause offence to others.  Banning them will prevent such offence, but also perhaps in the process achieve perfectionist goals.  Sher concludes from such examples that the perfectionist can countenance coercion.
  But though such cases might seem perfectionist in nature, the basis for coercion is a standard liberal one, nothing less than Mill’s anti-perfectionist harm principle.


What of the second way of restricting choice, the use of non-rational methods of persuasion?  Egalitarian perfectionists would likely eschew this too.  We only know what the good is in light of reasons. Choosing the putatively good without understanding why is a poor basis for making good choices and it will also diminish our choice-making capacity in the long term.  Objectivism about value, so central to perfectionism, thus gives us grounds to be uneasy about the diminishing of choice since our capacity to choose must be exercised in order to live well. On this view even the more benign examples of the restriction of choice – the use of incentives and efforts to institutionalise and enable worthwhile ways of living – are problematic insofar as they distort our choice-making capacity. 

Perhaps, however, choice is being given too much weight.  Choice represents the individual’s ability to be self-determining, to be autonomous.  Autonomy is valuable, certainly, but is it the only value?  Other things may be more important; sometimes, actually living the good is more important than having freely chosen the bad.  This seems to contradict our earlier considerations about the importance of choice.  That other things are valuable besides autonomy, however, follows from our understanding of autonomy itself.  It is impossible for only autonomy to have value – there must be something worth choosing.  Sher thus ventures: ‘Even if promoting other values invariably undermines autonomy, why must governments always resolve the dilemma in autonomy’s favour?’
  The example that is usually invoked here is that of compelling children to learn music.  Hurka suggests that even if Mozart was forced into playing the piano as a child his valuable contribution to music far outweighs an early forfeit in autonomy. 
   The difficulty with this example, though, is compulsion of children is usually thought to be an exception to liberal principles because children are not yet capable of making decisions in full knowledge of their consequences; in other words, they lack the capacity for full autonomy.  Hurka’s example does not demonstrate that autonomy can be traded for the valuable in the case of mature persons.  Nonetheless, even adults can be induced to choose a valuable pursuit, thus being non-autonomous in the initial choice, but come to appreciate the pursuit’s value and thereafter choose it autonomously.  This is particularly so if the infringements of freedom are minor, and the gain in value significant.  Perfectionists will insist that what matters is autonomous choice of ‘encompassing ends’ that shape a life, not trivial ends that have no relevance for agency.
  
 So far we have explored how worthwhile ways of living can have more weight than the choosing of them.  The idea of a trade-off between the good and choice gives perfectionism some plausibility, but it dilutes its claim to being based on autonomy. Furthermore, our considerations about choice suggest that a life well lived depends so crucially on being free to choose that even the obviously valuable is devalued by not being chosen.  One obvious way in which compulsion can be reconciled with autonomy is if an initial compulsion has long-term benefits for autonomy.  As in the Mozart case, compulsory education is an external inducement that reduces free choice but which is autonomy-enabling; in consequentialist terms, autonomy is maximised.  I want to avoid this kind of argument however, since it still involves the sacrifice of autonomy in some sense.  In what follows, I will argue instead that autonomy itself is served even in the short term by certain forms of restriction of choice.
Living autonomously is an elusive idea: it involves freedom from the interference of others, but it also refers to a type of freedom, a moral freedom of self-determination.  We do not live autonomously if we live lives that are purposeless, empty, plagued by ignorance and lethargy, even if no one stands in our way to do otherwise.  We should see autonomy in terms of self-realisation, something that can be diminished by bad choices.  Thus Morris argued that conditions of inequality meant the disadvantaged person lives a ‘skinny and pitiful existence,’ yet ‘scarcely knows how to frame a desire for any life much better than that which he now endures perforce.’
   


Thomas Scanlon’s ‘value of choice’ theory takes as its starting point the idea that choice, in the abstract, is not itself valuable.  Choice has value because the individual is in the best position to make good decisions as to how his or her life should go, and because the ability to direct one’s life is an essential feature of one’s self-respect and dignity.  Scanlon admits that some are ill-prepared to make choices and thus society should tackle the context in which choices are made, to ensure that we ‘do enough’ for choice-makers to ensure their choices have value.
  Raz goes so far as to say that if the individual is not in a position to make good decisions, choice loses its value.  The opportunity to choose the bad is not an opportunity we value; the fact of choice is no consolation in the face of having chosen the bad. 
  In fact, that we chose the bad, though perhaps more just, seems more tragic than if it had been foisted upon us. 


 This suggests, then, the third and fourth, more benign ways of affecting choice – incentives and social institutions that promote the valuable.  The idea that perfectionism inevitably involves violations of autonomy rests on the mistaken idea that our ways of life must be either immune to influence or putty in the hands of others.  Our desires, tastes, even needs, are shaped within a social context, moulded by a myriad of influences.  Of course one cannot ‘make people’s lives better against their own convictions.’
  A conviction is not a conviction unless it is one’s own, and a life cannot be lived any other way but from the ‘inside’.  But who one is on the inside is affected by one’s situation on the outside, the influence of a social milieu.  Thus the debate about choice must take account of this modest ‘social thesis’ wherein persons are inevitably influenced by their environment.  The idea of responsiveness to reasons, at the heart of our ideal of autonomy, involves a conception of the person with grounds for choice outside the self; the choosing self is not pure will, but a being responsive to considerations adduced by reflecting on external sources of information. The tastes of friends, the values of parents and those with authority or influence, formative experiences in one’s life, superficial factors such as the symbolic value of a pursuit, all contribute to choices about how to live.
 
In market societies, many of these factors are the effect of advertising, packaging or ‘imaging,’ and are not conducive to choices made on the basis of reasons.  Moreover, these factors that influence choices are not held to public account or democratic control.  Given these inevitable bad forms of the social thesis, it is only proper that society attempt to exert good forms.  ‘Why not take ‘(benign) advantage of a causal process that would occur anyhow?’ 
  Indeed, the market, touted for supporting the neutralism of the liberal state because its exchanges are conducted according to the supposedly contentless measure of profitability, in fact makes for quite significant consequences for the kinds of values one can pursue.  And the effects are often deleterious for human flourishing.  Thus it is particularly damning of neutralist positions that they continue to evoke the ‘marketplace of ideas’ in making their case.  

Kymlicka, for example, uses the metaphor of a ‘cultural marketplace’ to defend the ‘free association of individuals’ who can forge shared cultures or good ways of life; thus ‘social perfectionism’ is to be preferred to ‘state perfectionism.’
  This position is at odds with Kymlicka’s multiculturalist views; in his argument for special rights for minority cultures, he in fact rejects ‘the cultural marketplace,’ contending that without state intervention some are disadvantaged in the pursuit of valuable ways of life.
  However, on the general question of the state’s role in promoting good ways of living, Kymlicka insists on a neutral position.  Confronting sources of the good that are vulnerable or threatened such as natural wilderness areas or historical artefacts, his response is that the state should offer support for the sake of neutrality, seeking to offset ‘wear and tear’ so that these pursuits remain options for future individuals.  ‘Even if the cultural marketplace can be relied on to ensure that existing people can identify valuable ways of life, it cannot be relied on to ensure that future people have a valuable range of options.’
  It is misleading, however, to contrast identifying the good – the province of the cultural marketplace – with preserving the options this marketplace throws up.  The reasons to think that the market will fail to preserve what has antecedently been selected as valuable are also the reasons to think the market will fail to identify the valuable in the first place.  The political community cannot ensure a ‘valuable range of options’ without determining what the valuable, however plural, might be.  After all, there will be many options that are threatened, and not all of them can or should be protected.  It seems inevitable that protecting the valuable entails action that counteracts the market and what one economist calls its ‘myopic bias.’ 


If in fact the individual is embedded in a complex weave of social factors, then it is poor sociology to conceive of an unfettered autonomy that should enjoy absolute authority over judgements of value.  And poor sociology makes for poor ethics, since refusing to exert political influence on the social environment leaves it open to all kinds of other influences, less worthy in their goals, and less transparent and democratic in their methods.   Thus Hobhouse insisted that we should not coerce people for their own good, not out of indifference to the good, but because we value it, and know coercion cannot secure it; but he also insisted that our concern for the good should mean we arrange social conditions so people will elect to live good lives.
  Indeed, even Dworkin now allows that what he calls ‘ethical liberalism’ can endorse ‘short-term educational paternalism that looks forward, with confidence, to genuine, unmanipulated endorsement.’
  Rawls, too, though he divorces political liberalism from more ‘comprehensive’ doctrines, nonetheless maintains that political institutions are ‘just and good’ to the extent that they allow ‘worthy ways of life.’
 
If by coercion we mean society rendering some choices more attractive than others, then egalitarian perfectionism is guilty as charged, but then so is just about any polity.  Liberal societies today, for example, encourage some ways of life and discourage others, in state support for the arts and education, and lack of support for, even discouragement of, other leisure activities such as the consumption of alcohol.  Taxation, wherein the state’s need to raise revenue is channelled into levies on certain kinds of goods, is an obvious example of such ‘coercion,’ one that Mill himself defended.  In the absence of full equality, however, sales tax has regressive effects, and the taxation strategy is often prompted by moralising views which are not necessarily in keeping with the values of perfectionism.  In some domains today there seems an excessive, puritanical perfectionism which Morris, the plump, pipe-smoking and wine-drinking lover of beauty, would never have countenanced. 
  
Thus the question is probably not whether perfectionism, but whither, since it is difficult to imagine any society not taking an interest in the values – however private – of its citizens. What methods, then, can the egalitarian perfectionist deploy to enable citizens to live well?  I have argued that out and out coercion, punishment or threats to punish, are inadmissible on the grounds that they violate autonomy.  However, the social thesis suggests influence is inevitable, and thus it seems legitimate to guide such influence be it by incentives, public campaigns, or providing resources to institutions that provide pursuits of value.  The most important way in which an egalitarian conception of flourishing can enable citizens to live well is equality itself.  After all, bad choices are often made because people are vulnerable and vulnerability is especially likely where people are disadvantaged.  Disadvantaged people are often under-educated, oppressed or alienated, prey to easy comforts, mind-numbing pleasures or imprudent investments.

Principles of Egalitarian Human Flourishing

We can now formulate some general principles about egalitarian human flourishing:


1) A theory of equality should focus on the quality of people’s lives.  A crucial, but non-exclusive, source of wellbeing is resources.  But the distribution of resources is only significant insofar as it affects human wellbeing.  


2)  Flourishing is both a subjective and objective measure, and is a mix of three ideas: being able to choose how to live; living a life that involves self-mastery and objectively worthwhile pursuits; and personal contentment.  


3) Flourishing differs from standard accounts of distribution that deploy a measure of equality which is also the thing that is equalized (e.g. resources or primary goods).  My account seeks higher and more equal levels of human flourishing, yet flourishing itself cannot be equalized.  Flourishing goals can only be achieved indirectly by such policies as, for example, ensuring a basic income, or the improvement of social sources of flourishing, be it culture or recreation. 

4) One reason why flourishing itself cannot be equalized is that it depends on factors that are not appropriately or feasibly conceived as grounds for compensation.   People’s ability to derive wellbeing is affected by subjective factors such as psychological disposition.  Mr. Happy and Mr. Grumpy might both be able bodied and talented but Mr. Happy will have greater wellbeing no matter how equal the distribution of resources.  We can live under ideal conditions for flourishing and still fail to flourish.  A flourishing approach is able, nonetheless, to consider all shortfalls in flourishing as potentially within the scope of public policy. 


5) Egalitarian policy should not be concerned exclusively with resource distribution, but must also promote a social and cultural environment conducive to wellbeing.  Society should foster good choices about how to live by means of support for egalitarian policies for the arts, education, nature, and culture more generally.
  

6) Finally, egalitarian flourishing is able to avoid the pitfalls of egalitarian approaches that risk a harsh justice in order to punish the irresponsible, on the one hand, and on the other, perfectionist approaches that tend to the paternalistic.  Active, contributing individuals flourish on this account, and thus the lay-about is treated, not as a shirker, but as a have-not in need of inculcation in living well.  Fears that violations of individual autonomy will dog a perfectionist politics can be addressed by a conception of autonomy, coupled with a social thesis, which justifies improvements to the cultural environment to enable better informed choices conducive to self-determination.

Conclusion

The welfare state has marked both the triumph of the egalitarian vision of William Morris and its disappointment.  On the one hand, access to the means of subsistence now stands as a fundamental right for citizens in Western liberal societies, and it is difficult to imagine the commitment to some redistribution of wealth, however unevenly assured, ever disappearing.  On the other hand, this commitment is, in even its most ambitious forms, limited.  It is, of course, evident in only some, privileged parts of the world.  And even in those parts of the world where egalitarianism has had some impact, there is considerable pressure to limit equality to the provision of opportunities, severed from ideas about how to improve the way people live.  I have argued that equality should focus on human flourishing.  Such a focus can address both the problem of individual responsibility that besets egalitarianism and the problem of paternalism that besets perfectionism.  Wellbeing or flourishing does not admit of straightforward measurement or a catch-all formula or recipe.  Yet it is flourishing, a partly subjective, partly objective criterion, that best captures what disadvantage and advantage amount to.  And it requires, not just a radical redistribution of resources, but the maintenance of a rich cultural environment, and a constant, open and lively inquiry into that ancient question that inaugurated political philosophy: how should we live? 
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