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Introduction

Questions and Themes

The idea of equality is confronted by two different types of
diversities: (1) the basic heterogeneity of human beings, and (2) the
multiplicity of variables in terms of which equality can be judged.
This book is concerned with both these diversities. It is also specifi-
cally concerned with the relation between the two. The hetero-
geneity of people leads to divergences in the assessment of equality
in terms of different variables. This adds significance to the central
question: equality of what?

Diverse Humanity

Human beings are thoroughly diverse. We differ from each other
not only in external characteristics (e.g. in inherited fortunes, in the
natural and social environment in which we live), but also in our
personal characteristics (e.g. age, sex, proneness to illness, physi-
cal and mental abilities). The assessment of the claims of equality
has to come to terms with the existence of pervasive human di-
versity.

The powerful rhetoric of ‘equality of man’ often tends to deflect
attention from these differences. Even though such rhetoric (e.g. -
‘all men are born equal’) is typically taken to be part and parcel of
egalitarianism, the effect of ignoring the interpersonal variations

_can, in fact, be deeply inegalitarian, in hiding the fact that equal

consideration for all may demand very unequal treatment in
favour of the disadvantaged. The demands of substantive equality
can be particularly exacting and complex when there is a good
deal of antecedent inequality to counter.

Sometimes, human diversities are left out of account not on the
misconceived ‘high’ ground of ‘equality of human beings’, but on
the pragmatic ‘low’ ground of the need for simplification. But the
net result of this can also be to ignore centrally important features
of demands of equality. :
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2 Introduction: Questions and Themes
Diversity of Focus '

Equality is judged by comparing some particular aspect of a person
(such as income, or wealth, or happiness, or liberty, or oppor-
tunities, ‘or rights, or. need-fulfilments) with the same aspect of

another person. Thus, the judgement and measurement of inequality

is thoroughly dependent on the choice of the variable (income,
wealth, happiness, etc.) in terms of which comparisons are made. I
shall call it the ‘focal variable’—the variable on which the analysis
focuses, in comparing different people.

The chosen focal variable can, of course, have an internal plur-
ality. For example, freedoms of different types may be put together
as the preferred focus of attention, or the variable selected may
involve a combination of freedoms and achievements. The multiple

* features within a chosen focal variable have to be distinguished from

the diversity between the chosen focal variables. Some variables that
are often taken to be elementary and uniform do, in fact, have much
internal plurality (e.g. real income or happiness).!

To use the kind of language for which we economists are often—
not unreasonably—teased, this is the question of the choice of
‘space” in which different persons are to be compared. That spatial
analogy, despite its demonstratively Cartesian pretensions, is a
useful classificatory device, and I shall invoke it to separate out the
problem of the choice of focal variables (‘the choice of space’) from
other issues in the assessment of inequality.

Links and Disharmonies

The characteristics of inequality in different spaces (such as income,
wealth, happiness, etc.) tend to diverge from each other, because of
the heterogeneity of people. Equality in terms of one variable may
not coincide with equality in the scale of another. For example,
equal opportunities can lead to very unequal incomes. Equal in-
comes can go with significant differences in wealth, Equal wealth
can coexist with very unequal happiness. Equal happiness can go
with widely divergent fulfilment of needs. Equal fulfitment of needs
can be associated with very different freedoms of choice. And so on.

If every person were much the same as every other, a major cause

! T have discussed these issues elsewhere, addressing also the problem of overall

ranking and aggregate valuation of inherently plural variables (in Sen 1980-1,
19824).
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of these disharmonies would disappear. If the rankings of equality in
different spaces coincide, it would then be less important to have a
clear answer to the question: equality of what? The pervasive diver-
sity of human beings intensifies the need to address the diversity of
focus in the -assessment of equality.

Diverse Egalitarmnw; ism

It is convenient to begin with the observation that the major ethical
theories of social arrangement all share an endorsement of equality
in terms of some focal variable, even though the variables that are
selected are frequently very different between one theory and
another. It can be shown that even those theories that are widely"
taken to be ‘against equality’ (and are often described as such by the
authors themselves) turn out to be egalitarian in terms of some other
focus. The rejection of equality in such a theory in terms of some

-focal variable goes hand in hand with the endorsement of equality in

terms of another focus.

For example, a libertarian approach (such as the entitlement
theory forcefully developed in Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State and
Utopia®) may give priority to extensive liberties to be equally guaran-
teed to each, and this demands rejecting equality—or any ‘pat-
terning’—of end states (e.g. the distribution of incomes or happi-
ness). What is taken—usually by implication—to be a more central
focus rules the roost, and inequalities in the variables that are, in
effect, treated as peripheral must, then, be accepted in order not to
violate the right arrangements (including equality) at the more cen-
tral level. :

Plausibility and Equality

There is a reason for this apparently ubiquitous ‘egalitarianism’.
Ethical plausibility is hard to achieve unless everyone is given equal
consideration in some space that is important in the particular
theory (Chapter 1). While it may be too ambitious to claim (as some
have done) that this is a logical necessity, or simply a part of the
discipline of the language of morals,? it is difficult to see how an

2 See Nozick (1973, 1974). For a reassessment and some revision, see Nozick
(1989).
3 See particularly Hare (1952, 1963).
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ethical theory can have general social plausibility without
extending equal consideration to all at some level.

While the question ‘why equality?’ is by no means dismissible, it is
not the central issue that differentiates the standard theories, since
they are all egalitarian in terms of some focal variable. The
engaging question turns out to be ‘equality of what?’

To that question—‘equality of what?”—different theories give
different answers. The different answers are distinguishable in prin-

 ciple and involve different conceptual approaches. But the practical

force of these distinctions depends on the empirical importance of
the relevant human heterogeneities which make equality in one
space diverge from equality in another.

Achievement and Freedom

Sources of divergence between different approaches can, of course,
go well beyond the identification of the space itself, and may be
concerned instead with the way the space is utilized. In the standard
theory of inequality measurement, these problems of ‘appropriate
indices’ have tended to receive much attention. The analysis can
fruitfully proceed on the basis of postulating—explicitly or im-
plicitly—acceptable axioms for inequality assessment in that space.
While the focus of this book is on the choice of space and its impli-
cations, it is not my intention to deny the practical importance of
these indexing problems in a given space (this was in fact the main
subject of analysis in my previous book on inequality*).

One of the aspects of inequality assessment that has received less
attention than it deserves relates to the distinction between achieve-
ment and the freedom to achieve. The nature, reach, and relevance of
that distinction between achievement and freedom are briefly dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, making use of conceptual grounds for discrimi-
nation as well as analytical procedures used in modern €conomiics.

Functionings and Capability

The monograph then proceeds to identify, dew'/clop, and defend a
particular choice of space and its use in terms of the freedom to
achieve (Chapter 3). A person’s capability to achieve functionings

4 On Econon.lic Inequali{y; Sen 1973a in bibliography. Since I shall have to cite it
freguently (mainly to avoid having to repeat myself), I shall refer to it in a more
easily recognizable form, viz. OEI.
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that he or she has reason to value provides a general approach to the
evaluation of social arrangements, and this yields a particular way
of viewing the assessment of equality and inequality.

The functionings included can vary from most elementary ones,
such as being well-nourished, avoiding escapable morbidity and
premature mortality, etc., to quite complex and -sophisticated
achievements, such as having self-respect, being able to take partin
the life of the community, and so on. The selection and weighting of
different functionings influence the dssessment of the capability to
achieve various alternative functioning bundles.

The roots of this approach can be traced to Aristotelian distinc-
tions, but its ramifications can take various different forms. The
particular class of possibilities developed here is less assertive and

“less insistently complete than some possible alternatives. But it is

also less demanding on interpersonal agreement and more tolerant
of unresolved disputes.

Evaluation of Effective Freedom

The concentration on the freedom to achieve and not just on the level
of achievement raises some deep questions about the connection
between the appraisal of the alternative achievements and the value
of the freedom to achieve them (Chapter 4). Even the freedom-based
perspective must pay particular attention to the nature and value of
the actual achievements, and inequalities in achievement can throw
light on inequalities in the respective freedoms enjoyed. This recog-
nition requires us to reject such proposed rules of freedom assess-
ment as the counting of the number of alternatives in the ‘range of
choice’. More constructively, it suggests practical ways of using
observable data regarding achievements to get a partial but signifi-
cant view of the freedoms enjoyed by different persons.

In this context I also discuss the difference between well-being
objectives and the other objectives a person may have. This
difference not only leads to some plurality within the idea of
freedom itself, it also has important implications on the divergence
between the perspective of achievements arnd that of freedoms.

One of the related issues taken up here is the possibility that more
freedom can be disadvantageous to a person, which—if generally
true—can undermine the rationale of judging inequality in terms of
freedoms. I argue that the real conflict is between different types of
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freedoms, and not between freedom tout court and advantages in
general.

Distinctions: Capability and Utility

The focus on the space of functionings—and on the capability to
achieve functionings—differs quite substantially from the more tra-
ditional approaches to equality, involving concentration on such
variables as income, wealth, or happiness (Chapters 3 and 4). The
fact of human diversity is closely related to substantive conflicts
between focusing on different informational bases for assessing
equality, efficiency, and justice.

In particular, judging equality and efficiency in terms of the
capability to achieve' differs from the standard utilitarian
approaches as well as from other welfarist formulations. Welfarism
in general and utilitarianism in particular see value, ultimately,
only in individual utility, which is defined in terms of some mental
characteristic, such as pleasure, happiness, or desire.’ This is a re-
strictive approach to taking note of individual advantage in two
distinct ways: (1) it ignores freedom and concentrates only on
achievements, and (2) it ignores achievements other than those re-
flected in one of these mental metrics. In so far as utility is meant to
stand for individual well-being, it provides a rather limited
accounting of that, and it also pays no direct attention to" the
freedom to pursue well-being—or any other objective (Chapter 3).

This way of seeing individual advantage is particularly limiting in
the presence of entrenched inequalities. In situations of persistent
adversity and deprivation, the victims do not go on grieving and
grumbling all the time, and may even lack the motivation to desire a
radical change of circumstances. Indeed, in terms of a strategy for
living, it may make a lot of sense to come to terms with an ineradic-

5 There is some ambiguity in the characterization of the ‘preference’ view of utility,
asit can be—and has been—defined in quite distinct and divergent ways. Ifitis defined
entirely in terms of individual choice (as in Samuelson 1938), then the preference view
does not give any immediate content to interpersonal comparisons and thus does not
yield any straightforward judgements of inequality. The devised meanings that can be
somewhat artificially constructed (e.g. Harsanyi’s 1955 engaging proposal that we
consider eur preference regarding who we would choose to be) involve conceptual
problems as well as empirical difficulties (I have discussed this issue in Sen 1982a).
On the other hand, if preference is defined in terms of a person’s sease of desire or
satisfaction (as in Edgeworth 1881 or Hicks 1939), then the preference approach is in
line with the mental-metric views considered in the text.
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able adversity, to try to appreciate small breaks, and to resist tﬁxmglg1
for the impossible or the improbable. Such a person, even thou e
thoroughly deprived and confined to a very reduced lec?, n;ag n.re
appear to be quite so badly off in terms of the menta_l' metric o e';xh

and its fulfilment, and in terms of the pleasure—_pam calct;l:s'. the
extent of a person’s deprivation may be substantially m_utig in :
utility metric, despite the fact that he or she may lack the lo;g:d

tunity even to be adequatflyhrifup;hed, decently clothed,

ini ucated, or properly sheltered. )

@;gagsiga&ng natux?e gt? utility metric's may be parucul::l_rly
important in the context of stable differentiation of class, gc_elrix ler,
caste, or community. It contrasts with the focus on capagl txes;‘
which provides a straightforward account of the lack of free. lom 0

the deprived people to achieve those elementary functxonmg

(Chapter 3).

Capability and Opportunities: Equality and Efficiency

bility perspective also differs from various concepts of
"?:;m(iiatl;(aof otgpg:tulr);ties’ which have been chfu'npxoned hf;or a :ior;i
time. In a very basic sense, a person’s cap:abxhty to achieve ; .
indeed stand for the opportunity to pursue .hlS or her objecu:;e:s. tll:e
the concept of ‘equality of opportunities’ is standax:dly use u; the
policy literature in more restrictive ways, defined in ter;_ns oce e
equal availability of some particular means, OF with re el_-en o
équal applicability (or equal. non-applicability) of some- spe
jers or constraints. e
ba;ftlxel:ss characterized, ‘equality of opportunities .docs not amc}u(tll;
to anythinglike equality of overall free<'10ms. Thisis so bec.:ause o )
the fundamental diversity of human beings, and (2) the exxstenge an .
importance of various means (such as income or‘wealtl}) tha;..t 0 no-
fall within the purview of standardly d.eﬁned equality od 9p;;§1i's
tunities’. In terms of the position outhne_d a_nd c‘iefex’lde I?t "
monograph, a more adequate way ot: conmdenng_ _r?al equzl ygh
opportunities must be through equality o.f 'cag'ablhtles .(lc')r_ throu h
the elimination of unambiguous }?egualmeieil;)capabl ities, sin
ility comparisons are typically incomplete).
call;ﬁlllc:zalityi not the only social charge. with which wil;av:tt?n bi
- concerned, and there are demands of _eﬂiclency as well. ! a ie g-
to achieve equality of capabilities—without taking note of aggreg
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tive considerations—can lead to severe curtailment of the capabili-
ties that people can altogether have. The demands of equality of
capabilities has to be seen in the context of the contending claims of
efficiency and, in general, of aggregative concerns. Indeed, it will be
argued that the import of the concept of equality cannot even be
adequately understood without paying simultaneous attention also
to aggregativé consideration—to the ‘efficiency aspect’, broadly
speaking (Chapter 9).6

Differences with the Rawisian Focus
A particularly important contrast is that between capability-based

evaluation and Rawls’s (1971) procedure of focusing on the holding

" of ‘primary goods’ (including resources such as incomes, wealth,

opportunities, the social bases of self-respect, etc.). This is a part of
his ‘Difference Principle’, which is an integral component of the
Rawlsian theory of ‘justice as fairness’. While my own approach is
deeply influenced by Rawls’s analysis,” I argue that the particular
informational focus on which Rawls himself concentrates neglects
some considerations that can be of great importance to the substan-
tive assessment of equality—and also of efficiency.®

The importance of the contrast once again turns on the funda-
mental diversity of human beings. Two persons holding the same
bundle of primary goods can have very different freedoms to pursue
their respective conceptions of the good (whether or not these con-
ceptions coincide). To judge equality—or for that matter effi-
ciency—in the space of primary goods amounts to giving priority to
the means of freedom over any assessment of the extents of freedom,
and this can be a drawback in many contexts. The practical impor-
tance of the divergence can be very great indeed in dealing with

$ In several ethical frameworks, the insufficient attention paid explicitly to effi-
ciency considerations is combined with choice of somewhat insensitive indicators for
the assessment of inequality, and thus the neglect of efficiency does not yield immedi-
ately unappealing results. But this kind of ‘double limitation’ does little justice
cither to equality or to efficiency. I argue that something of this problem is present
even in the Rawlsian formulation of the Difference Principle (Ch. 9).

7 In fact, one reason for my concentration on the difference between Rawls’s
analysis and what I have proposed is precisely my indebtedness to Rawls. By
specifying in some detail (Chs. 5 and 9) the departures from Rawls’s position, it is
possible to clarify what exactly is being claimed and why.

8 A similar remark can be mads, though for somewhat different reasons, about
Ronald Dworkin’s (1981) arguments for ‘the equality of resources’ (see Ch. 5, and
also Sen 1984: ch. 13).
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inequalities related to gender, location, and class, and also to
general variations in inherited characteristics.

Economic Inequality and Poverty

The perspective of functionings and capal?ili.ties suggests partic}llar
approaches to the evaluation of economic m_equahty. They dll.Ter
from the standardly used informational focus in welfare economics,
which tends to concentrate on incomes, wealth, and utlll-tles
(Chapter 6). They also raise some questions about tl.le analytncz.il
procedures of inequality evaluation commonly used in economic
eory.

tth:Z theory of inequality evaluation has close links with that of
assessment of poverty, and the choice of space becomes a cent.ral
concern in identifying the poor and in aggregating the infonnat.xon
about the states of those identified. If poverty is seen as the d_epnvz!-
tion of some minimum fulfilment of elementary capabilities, it
becomes easier to understand why poverty has both an absolu.te
and a relative aspect. These considerations are important' in
dealing with poverty in any country (rich or poor), but- are particu-
larly relevant in understanding the nature of poverty in the richer
countries, such as the USA and those in Western Europe (phq,pter
7). The persistence of poverty in otherwise amue_nt countries is an
apparently puzzling phenomenon that is beginning tq get serious
attention in contemporary debates. The understanding .a!'ld the
remedying of this problem can both be helped by explicit con-
sideration of the relation between deprivations in different spaces,
especially between incomes and the capability to lead secure and
worthwhile lives.

Class, Gender and Other Categories

In Chapter 8 the relevance of the capability perspective is discuss.ed
in the context of differences in class, gender, and other_ social
features. Once again, the fact of human diversity glays a crucial part
.in strengthening the significance of the infonn.aponalvde?arture in
moving from the spaces of incomes, opportumtle.s, happiness, pri-
mary goods, etc., to taking direct note of the achievement of func-
tionings and the capability to achieve them (Chapter 8).. _

The capability perspective is more sensitive than utility-based
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approaches to problems of entrenched deprivation, which can léad
to defensive adjustment of desires and expectations (thereby distort-
ing the metric of utilities). It can also be fairer in dealing directly
with freedoms rather than concentrating on the means of freedoms.
These differences are significant in assessing inequality and injustice
across the barriers of class, gender, and other social divisions.

Equality, Efficiency and Incentives

While the last chapter does not ‘summarize’ the monograph (or list
the main conclusions), it contains a fairly wide-ranging discussion of
many of the issues covered in the book. It also tries to link the

. methodological arguments on equality with the substantive

analysis of the capability perspective as the basis of judging
equality. '

In this context, it is argued that the demands of equality cannot be
properly assessed without seeing them in the context of other de-
mands, especially those of aggregative objectives and of overall
efficiency. When equality is viewed isolated from other concerns, the
evaluation of equality tends to get distorted because of the unneces-
sary load it has to carry (proxying for efficiency objectives that can
be better accommodated elsewhere). This consideration has some
bearing on the formulation of theories of justice, including
Rawlsian theory.

In considering the conflict between aggregative and distributive
objectives, the incentive problem proves to be less of a force against
cgalitarianism when the inequalities are generated by entrenched
antecedent diversities (as they typically are in the case of class,
gender, and other non-adjustable and identifiable barriers). Since
the problem of inequality can be particularly serious in the presence
of extensive human diversities, this question is of some relevance for
economic and social policy. :

Methods and Substance

This monograph is concerned with methodological as well as sub-
stantive issues. The attention is mostly concentrated on conceptual
clarification in the early chapters, emphasizing the importance of
the question ‘equality of what?’ and relating it to the fact of extensive
human diversity. The substantive claims take the form of proposing

Introduction: Questions and Themes ' 11

a particular way of answering that questi.on and suggesting varioui
implications of that answer. The implications, I have arg1_1ed, areno
only of theoretical interest, they also have some practical impor-

tance.
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1
EQUALITY OF WHAT?

1.1. WHY EQUALITY? WHAT EQUALITY?

Two central issues for ethical analysis of equality are:
equality? (2) Equality of what? The i’wo quees%ions );re disfilzzct“ll)lllx}t'
thorqughly interdependent. We cannot begin to defend or criticize
eqqalfty without knowing what on earth we are talking about, i.e.
equ_ahty of what features (e.g. incomes, wealths, opportuni’ties
achJevemepts, freedoms, rights)? We cannot possibly answer thé
first question without addressing the second. That seems obvious
enough.

Bu; if we do answer question (2), do we_still need to address
question (1)? If we have successfully argued in favour of equality
of x (whatever that x is—some outcome, some right, some freedom
some respect, or some something else), then we have alfead);
argl.xed f01: equality in that form, with x as the standard of com-
parison. Similarly, if we have rebutted the claim to equality of x,
then we have already argued against equality in that form, with .7;
as th‘e standard of comparison. There is, in this view, no ‘further’
no deeperj, question to be answered about why—or wh);
not—‘equality’. Question (1), in this analysis, looks very much like
the poor man’s question (2).

There is some sense in seeing the matter in this way, but there is
also a more interesting substantive issue here. It relates to the fact
that every normative theory of social arrangement that has at all
stood tpe test of time seems to demand equality of something—
something that is regarded as particularly important in that theory.
The theories involved are diverse and frequently at war with each
other, but they still scem to have that common feature. In the
contemporary disputes in political philosophy, equality does, of
course, .ﬁgure prominently in the contributions of John Rawls
(equal liberty and equality in the distribution of ‘primary goéds’)
Ronald Dworkin (‘treatment as equals’, ‘equality of resources’),
:I'h’omas Nagel (‘economic equality’), Thomas Scanlon (‘equal-’
ity’), and others generally associated with a ‘pro equality’
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view.! But equality in some space seems to be demanded even by
those who are typically seen as having disputed the ‘case for
equality’ or for ‘distributive justice’. For example, Robert Nozick
may not demand equality of utility or equality of holdings of pri-
mary goods, but he does demand equality of libertarian rights—no
one has any more right to liberty than anyone else. J ames Buchanan
builds equal legal and political treatment—indeed a great deal
more—into his view of a good society.? In each theory, equality is
sought in some space—a space that is seen as having a central role in
that theory.?

But what about utilitarianism? Surely, utilitarians do not, in
general, want the equality of the total utilities enjoyed by different
people. The utilitarian formula requires the maximization of the
sum-total of the utilities of all people taken together, and that is, in
an obvious sense, not particularly egalitarian.* In fact, the equality
that utilitarianism seeks takes the form of equal treatment of human
beings in the space of gains and losses of utilities. There is an insist-
ence on equal weights on everyone’s utility gains in the utilitarian
objective function.

This diagnosis- of ‘hidden’ egalitarianism in utilitarian philos-
ophy might well be resisted on the ground that utilitarianism really
involves a sum-total maximizing approach, and it might be thought
that, as a result, any egalitarian feature of utilitarianism cannot be
more than accidental. But this reasoning is deceptive. The utilitarian.
approach is undoubtedly a maximizing one, but the real question is

1 See Rawls (1971, 19884), R. Dworkin (1978, 1981), Nagel (1979, 1986), Scanlon
(1982, 19885). The positions taken by the modern utilitarians raise a more complex
question (on which more presently), but the starting-point is something like ‘giving
equal weight to the equal interests of all the parties’ (Hare 1982: 26), or a procedure to
‘always assign the same weight to all individuals’ interests’ (Harsanyi 1982: 47).

2 See Nozick (1973, 1974), J. M. Buchanan (1975, 1986). See also J. M. Buchanan
and Tullock (1962).

3 This does not, obviously, apply to those critiques of equality (in some space) that
do not include a proposal for something constructive instead. It is the presentation or
defence of such a constructive proposal that can be expected to entail—often im-
plicitly—the demand for equality in some other space. Nor is the cxpectation of a
demand for equality in some other spacé likely to apply to theories that do not refer

" to human beings at all, e.g. proposals that advocate ‘maximization of the total

market value of wealth’, It is in a constructive proposal making use of some human
condition that an implicit demand for some type of equality is likely to occur.

4 In my earlier book on inequality (On Economic Ineguality, Sen 1973a in the
bibliography), I had discussed in some detail (see ch. 1) why utilitarianism is in-
egalitarian in some important respects. As indicated in the Introduction, that book is
referred to in this monograph as OEL
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what is the nature of the objective function it maximizes. That objec-
tive function could have been quite inegalitarian, ¢.g. giving much
more weight to the utilities of some than to those of others. Instead,
utilitarianism attaches exactly the same importarnce to the utilities
of all people in the objective function, and that feature—coupled
with the maximizing format—guarantees that everyone’s utility
gains get the same weight in the maximizing exercise. The egalitarian
foundation is, thus, quite central to the entire utilitarian exercise,
Indeed, it is precisely this egalitarian feature that relates to the
foundational principle of utilitarianism of ‘giving equal weight to
the equal interests of all the parties’ (Hare 1981: 26), or to ‘always
assign the same weight to all individuals’ interests’ (Harsanyi 1982:
47).5

What do we conclude from this fact? One obvious corclusion is
that being egalitarian (i.e. egalitarian in some space or other to which
great importance is attached) is not really a ‘uniting’ feature.¢ In-
deed, it is precisely because there are such substantive differences
between the endorsement of different spaces in which. equality is
recommended by different authors that the basic similarity between
them (in the form of wanting equality in some space that is seen as
important) can be far from transparent. This is especially so when
the term ‘equality’ is defined—typically implicitly—as equality in a
particular space.

For example, in his interesting essay, ‘The Case against Equality’,
with which William Letwin (1983) introduces an important collec-
tion of papers by different authors on that theme (the volume is
called Against Equality), he argues against equal distribution of
incomes (or commodities) thus: ‘Inasmuch as people are unequal, it

3 John Rawls (1971) has argued that ‘there is a sense in which classical utilitar-
ianism fails to take seriously the distinction between persons’ (p. 187). Inso faras a
utilitarian theorist argues simply for the maximization of the amount of happiness,
pleasure, etc., with no attention being paid to the fact that these things are features of
particular persons, Rawls's claim has much force. But a utilitarian can also see
utility as an irreducibly personal feature demanding attention precisely because the
well-beings of the persons involved command respect and regard. On this see
Bentham (1789), Mill (1861), Edgeworth (1881), Pigou (1952), Hare (1981), Harsanyi
(1982), and Mirrlees (1982). This limited ‘defence’ of utilitarianism should not be
seen as supporting it as an adequate ethical or political theory. Utilitarianism does
have serious deficiencies (I have tried to discuss them elsewhere: Sen 19702, 1979b,
1982b), but not taking the distinction between different persons seriously may not be a
fair charge against utilitarianism in general.

¢ On this and related issues, see B. Williams (1973a), Suppes (1977), Sen (1980a), -

R. Dworkin (1981), Rae (1981), Béteille (19835),
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is rational to presume that they ought to be treated unequally—
which might mean larger shares for the needy or larger shares for the
worthy’ (‘A Theoretical Weakness of Egalitarianism’, 8). But even
the demand for equal satisfaction of ‘needs’ is a requirement of
equality (in a particular space), and it has indeed been championed
as such for a long time. Even though the idea of individual ‘worth’ is
harder to characterize, the usual formulations of the demand for
‘larger shares for the worthy’ tend to include equal treatment for
equal worth, giving to each the same reward for worth as is given to
another. Thus, these critiques of egalitarianism tend to take the form
of being—instead—egalitarian in some other space.” The problem
again reduces to arguing, implicitly, for a different answer to the
question ‘equality of what?”.
~ Sometimes the question ‘equality of what? gets indirectly
addressed in apparently discussing ‘why equality?”, with equality
defined in a specific space. For example, Harry Frankfurt’s (1987)
well-reasoned paper attacking ‘equality as a moral ideal’ is con-
cerned mainly with disputing the claims of economic egalitarianism
in the form of ‘the doctrine that it is desirable for everyone to have
the same amounts of income and wealth (for short, “money™)’
(p. 21).® Though the language of the presentation puts ‘egalitarian-
ism’ as such in the dock, this is primarily because Frankfurt uses that
general term to refer specifically to a particular version of ‘econ-
omic egalitarianism’; “This version of economic egalitarianism (for
short, simply “egalitarianism’) might also be formulated as the
doctrine that there should be no inequalities in the distribution of
money’ (p.21). .

The choice of space for equality is, thus, central to Frankfurt’s
main thesis.’ His arguments can be seen as disputing the specific
demand for a common interpretation of economic egalitarianism by

7 Similarly, Peter Bauer's (1981) forceful argument in favour of the same right for
all to enjoy what they have ‘produced’ is also an egalitarian demand in that chosen
space—that of receiving a reward commensurate with one’s productive contribution.

# Seealso J. R. Lucas (1965, 1980). Fora pointed critique of Frankfurt's thesis, see
Goodin (1987).

% Indeed, the nature of the space is crucial to all axioms that take the form of
demanding or rejecting equality, For example, the ‘weak equity axiom® stated in my
OEI indicated a preference for equality in the space or overall well-being. While that
condition was possibly over-strong, since it incorporated a lexicographic priority of
cquality over aggregative considerations, some of the critiques of the condition have
been misplaced in interpreting the formal requirement in other spaces, e.g. in the
allocation of specialist medical care among persons (sec J. Griffin 1981, 1986; see
also Brandt 1979, and my response to his critique in Sen 1980-1).
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arguing (1) that such an equality is of no great intrinsic interest, and
(2) that it leads to the violation of intrinsically important values—
values that link closely to the need for paying equal attention to all
in some other—more relevant—way. -

Wanting equality of something—something seen as important—is
undoubtedly a similarity of some kind, but that similarity does not
put the warring camps on the same side. It only shows that the battle
is mot, in an important sense, about ‘why equality?’, but about
‘equality of what?’,

Since some spaces are traditionally associated with claims of
‘equality’ in political or social or economic philosophy, it is
equality in one of those spaces (e.g. incomes, wealths, utilities) that
tend to go under the heading ‘egalitarianism’. I am nor arguing
against the continued use of the term ‘egalitarianism’ in one of
those senses; there is no harm in that practice if it is understood to be
a claim about equality in a specific space (and by implication,
against equality in other spaces). But it is important to recognize
the limited reach of that usage, and also the fact that demanding
equality in one space-—no matter how hallowed by tradition—can
lead one to be anti-egalitarian in some other space, the comparative
importance of which in the overall assessment has to be critically
assessed.

1.2. IMPARTIALITY AND EQUALITY

The analysis in the last section pointed to the partisan character of
the ysual interpretations of the question ‘why equality?’. That ques-
tion, I have argued, has to be faced, just as much, even by those who
are scen—by themselves and by others—as ‘anti-egalitarian’, for
they too are egalitarian in some space that is important in their
theory. But it was not, of course, argued that the question ‘why
equality?” was, in any sense, pointless. We may be persuaded that the
basic disputations are likely to be about ‘equality of what?’, but it
might still be asked whether there need be a demand for equality in
some important space or other. Even if it turns out that every sub-
stantive theory of social arrangements in vogue is, in fact,
egalitarian in some space—a space seen as central in that theory—
there is still the need to explain and defend that general characteris-
tic in each case. The shared practice—even if it were universally
shared—would still need some defence.

Equality of What? 17

The issue to address is not so much whether there must be Jor
strictly formal reasons (such as the discipline of ‘the language of
morals’), equal consideration for all, at some level, in all ethical
theories of social arrangement.!® That is an interesting and hard
question, but one I need not address in the present context; the
answer to it is, in my judgement, by no means clear. I am more
concerned with the question whether ethical theories must have this
basic feature of equality to have substantive plausibility in the
world in which we live. '

It may be useful to ask why it is that so many altogether different
substantive theories of the ethics of social arrangements have the
common feature of demanding equality of something—something
important. It is, I believe, arguable that to have any kind of plau-
sibility, ethical reasoning on social matters must involve ele-
mentary equal consideration for all at some level that is seen as
critical. The absence of such equality would make a theory arbi-
trarily discriminating and hard to defend. A theory may accept—
indeed demand—inequality in terms of many variables, but in de-
fending those inequalities it would be hard to duck the need to
relate them, ultimately, to equal consideration for all in some
adequately substantial way.

Perhaps this feature relates to the requirement that ethical
reasoning, especially about social arrangements, has to be, in
some sense, credible from the viewpoint of others—potentially alf
others. The question ‘why this system?’ has to be answered, as
it were, for all the participants in that system. There are
some Kantian elements in this line of reasoning, even though
the equality demanded need not have a strictly Kantian struc-
ture,!!

Recently Thomas Scanlon (1982) has analysed the relevance
and power of the requirement that one should ‘be able to Jjustify
one’s actions to others on grounds that they could not reasonably

19 For a classic exposition and defence of such an analytically ambitious claim, see
Hare (1952, 1963).

11 For reasons for taking note of differences (e.g. of personal commitments or obli-
gations) that tend to be ignored at least in some versions of the Kantian uniformist
format, see Williams (1981), Hampshire (1982), Taylor (1982). On some related
issues, see Williams (19734), where it is also discussed why ‘the various elements of
the idea of equality’ pull us in ‘different directions’ (p. 248). But the acknowledge-
ment of the importance of different obligations and commitments does not, of course,
do away with the general need to make our ethics credible to others.
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rgject’. 12 The requirement of ‘fairness’ on which Rawls (1971) builds
his thegry of justice can be seen as providing a specific structure for
determining what one can or cannot reasonably reject.” Similarly,
the demands of ‘impartiality’—and some substantively exacting
forms of ‘universalizability’—invoked as general requirements have
that feature of equal concern in some major way. 4 Reasoning of this
general type certainly has much to do with the foundations of ethics,
agd has cropped up in different forms in the methodological under-
pinning of substantive ethical proposals.'s

The need to defend one’s theories, judgements, and claims to
other§ who may be—directly or indirectly—involved, makes
equality ot.' consideration at some level a hard requirement to avoid.
Ther? are interesting methodological questions regarding the status

- of this condition, in particular: whether itis a logical requirement or
a substantive demand, ' and whether it is connected with the need for
‘object.ivity' in ethics.”” I shall not pursue these questions further
here, since the main concerns of this monograph do not turn on our
answers to these questions. '8 '

What is of direct interest is the plausibility of claiming that equal
consideration at some level—a level that is seen as important—is a
dex?and that cannot. be easily escaped in presenting a political or
ethical theory of social arrangements. It is also of considerable
Pragmatic interest to note that impartiality and equal concern, in

"3_See also Scanlon (l988a).. On related matters, sce Rawls (1971, 1988¢), B.
(‘)v’:ll;}l:lﬁlzl s('g")zvz, 1985), Mackie (19784), Ackerman (1980, 1988), Parfit (1384).
(1935;.]:9 é:{a‘: kl?’;;:fl;::m:om explicit—analysis of this connection, in Rawls

ki ! iality . . .
and Hare (1963) to defen)d the choicctzf‘:lat?l.}dtanr'e:lﬁntllu?gs.m Ttl:eseidde:yof equal lgofxlc?:g)
in the form of the requirelpent of impartiality, is invoked even in setting up theorie;
!.hat explicitly take an ‘anu-eg_ghtarian’ form. For example, in presenting his case for
mon_d.s by agreem?nt', Gautliier (1986) asserts—correctly in terms of his particular
definition ol_‘ equalfty—that ‘equality is not a fundamental concern in our theory’,
I';:: 38::: gnt gl;ll:::::x:htilty ttlt:e explain: ‘we have appealed to the equal rationality of the
5. 270; emphacis addosy Ir agreement satisfies the moral standard of impartiality’
:: _lo_:i :li:siss see sell:e (1970a: ch. 9'){11
ue can be com ie” inati
(t!;eg:;ed for universaliza n%a:o}:l Y: lo;%:ln tl::{:;:’l ec:- (‘?Zﬁamgmﬂmf
17 On the scope of objectivity,
Wiggins (1985, 1987), H. Putany ;:;,f‘;‘g’;;,f'f,fé’ hﬁ?’(ggg g:“th(el:mme'r llg?'
see"alssg Harman (1977), Mackie (19784, 1978b) and B. Williams (1981, 1985). '
me particular aspects of this question are discussed in Sen (19835, 19854).
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some form or other, provide a shared background to all the major
ethical and political proposals in this field that continue to receive
argued support and reasoned defence.' One consequence of all
this is the acceptance-—often implicit—of the need to justify dispar-
ate advantages of different individuals in things that matter. That .
justification frequently takes the form of showing the integral con-
nection of that inequality with equality in some other important—
allegedly more important—space.?

Indeed, it is equality in that more important space that may then
be seen as contributing to the contingent demands for inequality in
the other spaces. The justification of inequality in some features is
made to rest on the equality of some other feature, taken to be
more basic in that ethical system. Equality in what is seen as the
‘base’ is invoked for a reasoned defence of the resulting inequalities

in the far-flung ‘peripheries’.

1.3. HUMAN DIVERSITY AND BASAL EQUALITY

Human beings differ from each other in many different ways. We
have different external characteristics and circumstances. We begin
life with different endowments of inherited wealth and liabilities.

19 The remark here applies specifically to social arrangements—and thus to
theories in political philosophy rather than personal ethics. In the ethics of personal
behaviour, powerful arguments have been presented in favour of permitting or re-
quiring explicit asymmetries in the treatment of different people. Such arguments may
relate, for example, to the permissibility—perhaps even the necessity—of paying
special attention to one’s own interests, objectives and principles, vis-a-vis those of
others. Or they may relate to the requirement of assuming greater responsibility
towards one’s own family members and others to whom one is ‘tied’. Different types
of asymmetries involved in personal ethics are discussed in B. Williams (1973a,
19735, 1981), Mackie (19784), Nagel (1980, 1986), Scheflier (1982), Sen (1982,
1983b), Regan (1983), and Parfit (1984). While these requirements can also be seen in
terms of demands for equality of rather special types, they would tend to go against
the usual political conceptions of ‘anonymous’ equality (on this see Sen 1970a).

2 This greater importance need not be seen as intrinsic to the space itself. For
example, equality of primary goods in Rawls’s (1971, 1982, 1985, 19884) analysis, or
of resources in Ronald Dworkin’s (1981, 1987) theory is not justified on grounds of
the intrinsic importance of primary goods or of resources. Equality in these spaces is
seen as important because they are instrumental in giving people equitable opportu-
nity, in some sense, to pursue their respective goals and objectives. This distance does,
in fact, introduce—I would claim— some internal tension in these theories, since the
derivative importance of primary goods or resources depends on the respective oppor-
tunities to convert primary goods or resources into the fulfilment of the respective
goals, or into freedoms to pursue them. The conversion possibilities can, in fact, be
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We live in different natural environments—some more hostile than
others. The societies and the communities to which we belong offer
very different opportunities as to what we can or cannot do. The
epidemiological factors in the region in which we live can pro-
foundly affect our health and well-being.

But in addition to these differences in natural and social environ-
ments and external characteristics, we also differ in our personal
characteristics (e.g. age, sex, physical and mental abilities). And
these are important for assessing inequality. For example, equal
incomes can still leave much inequality in our ability to do what
we would value doing. A disabled person cannot function in the
way an able-bodied person can, even if both have exactly the same
income. Thus, inequality in terms of one variable (e.g. income)
-may take us in a very different direction from inequality in the
space of another variable (e.g. functioning ability or well-being).

The relative advantages and- disadvantages that people have,
compared with each other, can be judged in terms of many different
variables, e.g. their respective incomes, wealths, utilities, re-
sources, liberties, rights, quality of life, and so on. The plurality of
variables on which we can possibly focus (the focal variables) to
evaluate interpersonal inequality makes it necessary to face, at a
very elementary level, a hard decision regarding the perspective to
be adopted. This problem of the choice of the ‘evaluative space’
(that is, the selection of the relevant focal variables) is crucial to
analysing inequality.

The differences in focus are particularly important because of
extensive human diversity. Had all people been exactly similar,
equality in one space (e.g. incomes) would tend to be congruent
with equalities in others (e.g. health, well-being, happiness). One
of the consequences of ‘human diversity’ is that equality in one
space tends to go, in fact, with inequality in another.

For example, we may not be able to demand equality of welfare
levels and other such ‘patterning™—to use Nozick’s helpful
description—once we demand the equality of libertarian rights as
specified by Nozick (1974). If equal rights, in this form, are
accepted, then so must be ali their consequences, and this would

very diverse for different people, and this does, I would argue, weaken the rationale of
the derivative importance of equality of holdings of primary goods or resources. On
this, see Chs. 3 and § (also Sen 19804, 19905).
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include all the generated inequalities of incomes, utilities, well-
being, and positive freedoms to do this or be that.

I am not examining, here, how convincing this defence is.2' The
important issue in the present discussion is the nature of the strategy
of justifying inequality through equality. Nozick’s approach is a
lucid and elegant exa'mple of this general strategy. If a claim that
inequality in some significant space is right (or good, or acceptable,
or tolerable) is to be defended by reason (not by, say, shooting the
dissenters), the argument takes the form of showing this inequality
to be a consequence of equality in some other—more centrally
important—space. Given the broad agreement on the need to have
equality in the ‘base’, and also the connection of that broad agree-
ment with this deep need for impartiality between individuals (dis-
cussed earlier), the crucial arguments have to be about the reason-
ableness of the ‘bases’ chosen. Thus, the question: ‘equality of
what?’ is, in this context, not materially different from the enquiry:
‘what is the right space for basal equality?” The answer we give to
‘equality of what?” will not only endorse equality in that chosen
space (the focal variable being related to the demands of basal
equality), but will have far-reaching consequences on the distribu-
tional patterns (including necessary inequalities) in the other spaces.
‘Equality of what?’ is indeed a momentous—and central—question.

1.4. EQUALITY VERSUS LIBERTY?

The importance of equality is often contrasted with that of liberty.
Indeed, someone’s position in the alleged conflict between equality
and liberty has often been seen as a good indicator of his or her
general outlook on political philosophy and political economy.
For example, not only are libertarian thinkers (such as Nozick
1974) seen as anti-egalitarian, but they are diagnosed as anti-
egalitarian precisely because of their overriding concern with
liberty.” Similarly, those diagnosed as egalitarian thinkers (e.g.
Dalton 1920, Tawney 1931, or Meade 1976) may appear to be less
concerned with liberty precisely because they are seen as being wed-
ded to the demands of equality.

In the light of the discussion in the previous sections, we must

2 Some criticisms of that approach can be found in Sen (19825, 1984).

2 T refer here specifically to Nozick (1973, 1974). For a reassessment and refine-
ment of his position, see Nozick (1989).
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argue that this way of seeing the relationship between equality and
liberty is altogether faulty. Libertarians must think it important
that people should have liberty. Given this, questions would
immediately arise regarding: who, how much, how distributed, how
equal? Thus the issue of equality immediately arises as a supplement
to the assertion of the importance of liberty.” The libertarian pro-
posal has to be completed by going on to characterize the distribu-
tion of rights among the people involved.* In fact, the libertarian
demands for liberty typically include important features of ‘equal
liberty’, e.g. the insistence on equal immunity from interference by
others. The belief that liberty is important cannot, thus, be in
contlict with the view that it is important that the social arrange-
ments be devised to promote equality of liberties that people have.
- There can, of course, be a conflict between a person who argues
for the equality of some variable other than liberty (such as income
or wealth or well-being) and someone who wants only equal
liberty. But that is a dispute over the question ‘equality of whar?
Similarly, a distribution-independent general promotion of liberty
(i.e. promoting it wherever possible without paying attention to the
distributive pattern) could, of course, conflict with equality of
some other variable, say, income, but that would be (1) partly a
conflict between concentrating respectively on liberty and on in-

comes, and (2) partly one between a concern for distributive pat-’

terns (of incomes in this case) and non-distributive aggregative con-
siderations (applied to liberty). It is neither accurate nor helpful to
think of the difference in either case in terms of ‘liberty versus
equality’. '
Indeed, strictly speaking, posing the problem in terms of this
latter contrast reflects a ‘category mistake’. They are not alterna-
tives. Liberty is among the possible fields of application of equality,

B There can be quite different ways of defending the importance of liberty. One
distinction relates to the different concepts of goodness and rightness. First, liberty
can be seen as a good thing that people should have, and the violation of liberty may
be seen as making the state of affairs less good. Second, liberty may be taken to be not
a part of the idea of goodness, but a feature of right social arrangements. There are
distinctions—not unrelated to the above contrast—also between what duties others
have if someone’s liberties are violated. I have tried to discuss these questions else-
where (see Sen 19704, 19825, 19834, 19924), and will not pursue them further here,

24 See, in this context, Rawls’s (1971) discussion of the priority of ‘equal liberty’
(ch. 4). See also Berlin (1955-6, 1969), Wollheim (1955-6), Hayek (1960, 1967), Buch-
anan (1975, 1986), Haksar (1979), Gutmana (1980), Goodin (1988), Suppes (1988),
and Lukes (1990).
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and equality is among the possible patterns of distribution of
liberty.?

As was discussed earlier, the need to face explicitly the choice of
space is an inescapable part of the specification and reasoned evalu-
ation of the demands of equality. There are, at one end, demands of
equal libertarian rights only, and at the other end, various exacting
demands of equality regarding an extensive list of achievements and
also a corresponding list of freedoms to achieve. This study is much
concerned with this plurality and its manifold consequences.

1.5. PLURALITY AND ALLEGED EMPTINESS

The recognition of plurality of spaces in which equality may be
assessed can raise some doubts about the content of the idea of
equality. Does it not make equality less powerful and imperativ_e as
a political idea? If equality can possibly speak with so many voices,
can we take any of its demands seriously?*

Indeed, the apparent pliability of the contents of equality has
appeared to some analysts as a source of serious embarrassment fqr
the idea of equality. As Douglas Rae (1981) has put it (in his
meticulous and helpful exploration of the various contemporary
notions of equality), ‘one idea that is more powerful than order or
efficiency or freedom in resisting equality’ is ‘equality itself’

. 151).

(pWhi%e Rae argues that the idea of equality is, as it were, ‘over-
full’, others have argued, on similar grounds, that equality is ‘an
empty idea’—it is ‘an empty form having no substantive content of
its own’.?” Since equality can be interpreted in-so many different

2 There can, of course, be some ambiguity regarding what is called_a ‘pimem'.
Sometimes the term ‘pattern’ may be used to impose particular specifications of
constituent characteristics, e.g. the Union Jack demands some blue and some red.
The appropriate analogy for equality and liberty is with the distinction between, say,
the pattern of intensities of colours (e.g. the same intensity for each unit, or mi
intensity altogether), and the use of particular colours (e.g. blue) the intensities of
which are examined. . )

% There is also a related but distinct issue as to whether equal}ty can provide a
deep enough justification for any social structure. l'lob:ert_Goodm (19_88) ‘asks an
interesting question as to whether the ‘apparent egalitarianism’ underlying ‘welfare
state practices’ are ultimately just ‘epiphenomenal’ (pp. 51-69). T!:e argument
depends, as Goodin notes, on how equality is defined, and his afﬂpnagve answer to
the question draws on the conflict between different views of equality (including that
implicit in what he calls ‘impartiality’).. :

21 Westen (1982: 596).
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ways, the requirement of equality cannot, in this view, be taken to
be a truly substantive demand.

It is certainly true that merely demanding equality without say-
ing equality of what, cannot be seen as demanding anything specific.
This gives some plausibility to the thesis of emptiness. But the thesis
is, I believe, erroneous nevertheless. First, even before a specific
space is chosen, the general requirement of the need to value
equality in some space that is seen to be particularly important is not
an empty demand. This relates to the discipline imposed by the
need for some impartiality, some form of equal concern. At the very
least, it is a requirement of scrutiny of the basis of the proposed
-evaluative system. It can also have considerable cutting power, in
questioning theories without a basal structure and in rejecting those
that end up without a basal equality altogether. Even at this
general level, equality is a substantive and substantial require-
ment.

Second, once the context is fixed, equality can be a particularly
powerful and exacting demand. For example, when the space is
fixed, demands for equality impose some ranking of patterns, even
before any specific index of equality is endorsed. For example, in
dealing with the inequality of incomes, the so-called ‘Dalton prin-
ciple of transfer’ demands that a small transfer of income from a
richer person to a poorer one—keeping the total unchanged—must
be seen to be a distributive improvement.? In its context, this is a
fairly persuasive rule in ranking distributions of the same total
income by the general requirement of equality without invoking
any specific index or measure. ,

In addition to such ordering of patterns in a given space, even the
broader exercise of the choice of space itself may have clear links
with the motivation underlying the demand for equality. For
example, in evaluating justice, or social welfare, or living stan-
dards, or quality of life, the exercise of choice of space is no longer
just formal, but one of substantive discrimination. As I shall try to
show in the chapters that follow, the claims of many of these spaces
can be forcefully disputed once the context is fixed. Though this
need not lead us to one precise characterization of the demands of
equality that is important in every context, this is far from a real

2 On this see Dalton (1920), Kolm (1969), Atkinson (19705, 1983). On some

" further normative implications of this property, see Dasgupta, Sen, and Starrett

(1973) and Rothschild and Stiglitz (1973), and also OEI, ch. 3.
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embarrassment. In each context, the demands of equality may be
both distinct and strong.

Third, the diversity of spaces in which equality may be de-
manded really reflects a deeper diversity, to wit, different diagnoses
of objects of value—different views of the appropriate notions of
individual advantage in the contexts in question. The problem of
diversity is, thus, not unique to equality evaluation. The different
demands of equality reflect divergent views as to what things are to
be directly valued in that context. They indicate different ideas as
to how the advantages of different people are to be assessed vis-g-
vis each other in the exercise in question. Liberties, rights, utilities,
incomes, resources, primary goods, need-fulfilments, etc., provide
different ways of secing the respective lives of different people, and
each of the perspectives leads to a corresponding view of equality.

This plurality—that of assessing the advantages of different per-
sons—reflects itself in different views not merely of equality, but
also of any other social notion for which individual advantage
substantially enters the informational base. For example, the no-
tion of ‘efficiency’ would have exactly the same plurality related to
the choice of space.? Efficiency is unambiguously increased if there
is an enhancement of the advantage of each person (or, an advance-
ment for at least one person, with no decline for any), but the
content of that characterization depends on the way advantage is
defined. When the focal variable is fixed, we get a spécific definition
of efficiency in this general structure.

Efficiency comparisons can be made in terms of different vari-
ables. If, for example, advantage is seen in terms of individual
utility, then the notion of efficiency immediately becomes the con-
cept of “Pareto optimality’, much used in welfare economics. This
demands that the situation is such that no one’s utility can be
increased without cutting down the utility of someone else. But
efficiency can also be similarly defined in the spaces of liberties,
rights, incomes, and so on. For example, corresponding to Pareto
optimality in the space of utilities, efficiency in terms of liberty
would demand that the situation is such that no one’s liberty can
be increased without cutting down the liberty of someone else.
There is, formally, an exactly similar multiplicity of efficiency

® While the plurality is exactly similar in principle, it is possible that empirically

there' may be more space-related divergence between inequality comparisons than
between efficiency comparisons; on this see Sen (1993b).
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notions as we have already seen for equality, related to the plurality
of spaces.

This fact is not surprising, since the plurality of spaces in which
equality may be considered reflects a deeper issue, viz. plurality
regarding the appropriate notion of individual advantage in social
comparisons. The choice between these spaces is undoubtedly an
integral part of the literature of inequality evaluation. But the plur-
ality of spaces really reflects diversities in substantive approaches to
individual advantage, and in the informational base of interper-
sonal comparisons. Space plurality is not a unique problem—nor of
course a source of special embarrassment—for the idea of equality
as such.

1.6. MEANS AND FREEDOMS

It was suggested earlier that the class of normative theories of social
arrangements with which we are concerned demand—for reasons
that we discussed—equality in some space or other. This equality
serves as the ‘basal equality’ of the system and has implications on
the distributive patterns in the other spaces. Indeed, basal equality
may be directly responsible for inequalities in the other spaces.

It may be useful to discuss an example or two of the choice of
space and its importance. In modern political philosophy and eth-
ics, the most powerful voice in recent years has been that of John
Rawls (1971). His theory of ‘justice as fairness’ provides an interest-
ing and important example of the choice of space and its conse-
quences. In his ‘Difference Principle’, the analysis of efficiency and
equality are both related to the individual holdings of.primary
goods. ¥ -

With that system, the diversity of inherited wealth and of talents

30 It is the Difference Principle which is concerned with the distribution of primary
goods in the Rawlsian two principles of justice as fairness. It is worth noting—so as
not to oversimplify matters—that (1) Rawls’s first principle, which has priority, deals
only with personal liberties (and demands equal liberty); (2) the Difference Principle
is concerned not only with distributive considerations but also with efficiency (in the
form that any change that improves the position of all—including the worst off
group—is regarded as an improvement), and (3) the principles stated are not meant as
mechanical formulae, and a good deal of explanation and analysis of their use is
presented by Rawls as part and parcel of his theory of justice as fairness (for recent
clarifications on the exact claims in this theory, see Rawls 1985, 19884, 19885, 1988c,

1990; see also Laden 19914). Notwithstanding these qualifications, it is obvious that

equality of the holdings of primary goods has an important place in Rawls’s structure
of political ethics.
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would not generate income inequality in the same way as in Nozick’s
system, since the primary goods—on the distribution of which
Rawls’s Difference Principle imposes an egalitarian requirement—
include incomes among their constitutive elements. Incomes are,
thus, directly covered in the Rawlsian demands of basal equality.
But the relationship between primary goods (including incomes), on
the one hand, and well-being, on the other, may vary because of
personal diversities in the possibility of converting primary goods
(including incomes) into achievements of well-being. For example,
a pregnant woman may have to overcome disadvantages in living
comfortably and well that a man at the same age need not have, even
when both have exactly the same income and other primary goods.
Similarly, the relationship between primary goods and the
freedom to pursue one’s objectives—well-being as well as other
objectives—may also vary.® We differ not only in our inherited
wealths, but also in our personal characteristics. Aside from purely
individual variations (e.g. abilities, predispositions, physical
differences), there are also systematic contrasts between groups (for
example between women and men in specific respects such as the
possibility of pregnancy and neonatal care of infants). With the
same bundle of primary goods, a pregnant woman or one with in-

" fants to look after has much less freedom to pursue her goals than a

man not thus encumbered would be able to do. The relationship
between primary goods, on the one hand, and freedom as well as
well-being, on the other, can vary with interpersonal and intergroup
variations of specific characteristics.*

Inequalities in different ‘spaces’ (e.g. incomes, primary goods,
liberties, utilities, other achievements, other freedoms) can be very
different from each other depending on interpersonal variations in
the relations between these distinct—but interconnected—yvariables.
One consequence of the basic fact of human diversity is to make it
particularly important to be sure of the space in which inequality is
to be evaluated. Person 1 can have more utility than 2 and 3, while 2

31 On this question, see Sen (19905).

32 Rawls (1985, 1987, 19884) himself has emphasized another type of diversity
among the individuals, to wit, differences between their respective conceptions of the
good. This leads to differences in the objectives which they respectively have reasons
to pursue, That heterogencity has to be distinguished from the diversity in the ability
to convert resources and primary goods into the fulfilment of objectives (or into the
ability to fulfil objectives). Neither diversity entails the other, and it is important to
consider both types of interpersonal variations. These issues are discussed in Ch. 5.
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has more income than 1 and 3, and 3 is free to do many things that 1
and 2 cannot. And so on. Even when the rankings are the same, the
relative distances (i.e. the extent of the superiority of one position
over another) could be very diverse in the different spaces.

Some of the most central issues of egalitarianism arise precisely
because of the contrast between equality in the different spaces. The
ethics of equality has to take adequate note of our pervasive
diversities that affect the relations between the different spaces. The
Pplurality of focal variables can make a .great difference precisely
because of the diversity of human beings.

1.7. INCOME DISTRIBUTION » WELL-BEING AND FREEDOM

Our physical and social characteristics make us immensely diverse
creatures. We differ in age, sex, physical and mental health, bodily
prowess, intellectual abilities, climatic circumstances, epidem-
iological vulnerability, social surroundings, and in many other
respects. Such diversities, however, can be hard to accommodate
adequately in the usual evaluative framework of inequality assess-
ment. As a consequence, this basic issue is often left substantially
unaddressed in the evaluative literature.

An important and frequently encountered problem arises from
concentrating on inequality of incomes as the primary focus of atten-
tion in the analysis of inequality. The extent of real inequality of
opportunities that people face cannot be readily deduced from the
magnitude of inequality of incomes, since what we can or cannot do,
can or cannot achieve, do not depend just on our incomes but also on
the variety of physical and social characteristics that affect our lives
and make us what we are.

To take a simple illustration, the extent of comparative depriva-

tion of a physically handicapped person vis-¢-vis others cannot be
adequately judged by looking at his or her income, since the person
may be greatly disadvantaged in converting income into the achieve-
ments he or she would value.®® The problem does not arise only

33 The importance of coming to grips with cases of this kind was discussed fairly
extensively in OEI, ch. 1. It was treated there mainly as the basis of a critique of
utilitarianism and its exclusive concern with summing utilities. 1 have nothing to
withdraw from that critique, but the problem is, in fact, much more pervasive than 1
had argued there. It will become clear, as we review other standard approaches, that
nearly all of them tend to fail to do justice to the problem that is illustrated by this
case.

Equality of What? 29

from the fact that income is just a means to our real ends, but (1)
from the existence of other important means, and (2) from interper-
sonal variations in the relation between the means and our various
ends.

These issues have on the whole tended to be neglected in the
literature on the measurement of inequality in economics. For
example, consider the approach to constructing ‘inequality indices’
based on social loss of equivalent income pioneered by Atkinson
(19706).* This approach has been, in many ways, remarkably in-
fluential and productive in integrating considerations of income-

. inequality with the overall evaluation of social welfare.’ The ex-

tent of inequality is assessed in this approach by using the same
response function u(y) for g/l individuals, defined over personal
incomes.* This strategy of inequality measurement, thus, incorpor-

ates the restrictive feature of treating everyone’s incomes symmetri- -

cally no matter what difficulties some people have compared with
others in converting income into well-being and freedom.*

3 This welfare-economic approach to inequality evaluation is further discussed in
Ch. 6 below.

35 The approach is extensively discussed in OEI, ch. 3. For illuminating accounts
and assessments of the recent literature on inequality evaluation—including the
influence of Atkinson’s approach on that literature—see Blackorby and Donaldson
(1978, 1984) and Foster (1985). Atkinson (1983) himself has provided a critical evalu-
ation of that literature and commented on some of the questions that have been
raised. See also Kolm (1969, 1976) on related matters.

3 This u function has usually been interpreted as a ‘utility function’. But u need
not necessarily be seen as ‘utility’; on this see Atkinson (1983: 5-6). Social welfare is
taken to be an additively separable function of individual incomes. The bits of social
welfare dependent on the respective persons’ incomes are derived from the same
function for everyone and then added up together to yield aggregate sqcial welfare. If
u is taken as utility (a permissible view, providing perhaps the simplest—certainly the
most common—interpretation), then the assumption of the same « function for all
amounts to that of the same utility function for everyone. But more generally, no
matter what interpretation of u(y) is chosen, that function must have this characteristic
of being the same for all. Similarly, in the extension of the Atkinson measure to a
not-necessarily additively separable format proposed in my OEJ (pp. 38-42), the
assumption of a symmetric aggregate W function entails that everyone’s income
would have the same overall impact. While formally all this is consistent with many
different underlying stories, the central case is based on the presumption of the same
conversion relation (between income and achievement) for different people. On the
general issue of conversion, see Fisher and Shell (1972), Sen (1979¢), and Fisher
(1987).

% Taking the same utility function for all, relating utility to income (or to income
and work) is also quite standard in many other branches of resource allocation, e.g. in
the literature on ‘optimum taxation’ pioneered by James Mirrlees (1971); Tuomala
(1971) provides a helpful account of that literature. This applies also to the literature
on cost-benefit analysis (see the critical survey by Dréze and Stern, 1987).
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It is, of course, true that the object of this approach is to assess
inequality specifically in the distribution of incomes, not in levels of
well-being. But that assessment is done in the light of what is
achieved from the respective person’s income, and these achieve-
ments make up the aggregate ‘social welfare’. Income inequality is
assessed by Atkinson in terms of the loss of social welfare (in units
of equivalent aggregate income) as a result of inequality in the
distribution of aggregate income.*® Given this motivation, it will in
general be necessary to bring in the effects of other influences on
people’s lives and well-being to assess income inequality itself.* In
general the measurement of inequality has to bring in information
regarding other spaces—both (1) for the purpose of evaluating in-
equality in these spaces themselves, and (2) for that of assessing
income inequality in a broader framework, taking note of the pres-
ence of other influences on the objective (in Atkinson’s case, social
welfare) in terms of which income inequality is to be ultimately
assessed. These issues will be further examined in Chapter 6.

The tendency to assume away interpersonal diversities can ori-
ginate not only from the pragmatic temptation to make the analytics
simple and easy (as in the literature of inequality measurement), but
also, as was discussed earlier, from the rhetoric of equality itself
(e.g. ‘all men are created equal’). The warm glow of such rhetoric
can push us in the direction of ignoring these differences, by taking
‘no note of them’, or by ‘assuming them to be absent’. This suggests
an apparently easy transition between one space and another, e.g.
from incomes to utilities, from primary goods to freedoms, from
resources to well-being. They reduce—again only apparently—the
tension between different approaches to equality.

But that comfort is purchased at a heavy price. As a result of that
assumption, we are made to overlook the substantive inequalities in,
say, well-being and freedom that may directly result from an equal
distribution of incomes (given our variable needs and disparate per-
sonal and social circumstances). Both pragmatic shortcuts and
grand rhetoric can be helpful for some purposes and altogether
unhelpful and misleading for others.

3 The approach (see Atkinson 19705, 1975, 1983) develops a line of analysis
originally explored by Dalton (1920), and revived also by Kolm (1969). The main
lines of the approach and the underlying analytics are also discussed in OEL.

3 For insightful remarks on this and related issues, sce Atkinson (1983: Part I).



