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Michael Walzer

Pluralism

Distributive iustice is a large idea. It draws the
entire world of goods within the reach of philo-
sophical reflection. Nothing can be omitted; no
feature of  our common l i fe c:rn escxpe scrut in\ .
Human societv is a distr ibut ive communit .v.
That 's not al l  i t  is ,  but  i t  is  important ly that :  we
come together to share, divide, and exchange. We
also come together to make the things that are
shared, divided, and exchanged; but that very
making - work itself - is distributed among us in
a division of labor. NIv place in the economy, m1''
standing in the political order, mv reputation
among m-y fellows, m1' materill holdings: all these
come to me from other men and \\'omen- It can be
said that I have what I have rightlv or wrongly,
just ly or unjust ly;  but  g iven the range ofdistr ibu-
t ions and the number of  part ic ipants,  such judg-

ments are never easv.
The idea of distributive justice has as much to

do with being and doing as wi th having, as much
to do with production as with consumption, xs
much to do with ident i tv and status as wi th land,
capital, or personal possessions. Different politi-
cal arrangements enforce, and dilferent ideologies
justify', different distributions of membership,
power, honor, ritual eminence, divine grace, kin-
ship and love, knorvledge, wealth, physical secu-
r i ty,  work and le isure,  rew'ards and punishments,

Originalll 'published in Spheres ol'Justict: .1 De.linse o/
Plurulivn urul Et1ulit.1,(\lxrin Robcrtson, lgtt:i), 3 30.
Cop,'-right Gl 1983 br Basic Books, Inc., a division ol'
HarperCollins, Inc. Reprinted b1 permission of
Blacku ell Publishers.

and a host of goods more narrowlv and materially
conceived - food, shelter, clothing, transporta-
tion, medical care, commodities of every sort, and
all the odd things (paintings, rare books, postage
stamps) that  human beings col lect .  And this mul-
tiplicity of goods is matched by a multiplicity of,
distributive procedures, agents, and criteria.
There are such things as simple distributive svs-
tems - slave galleys, monasteries, insane asylums,
kindergartens (though each of these, looked at
closely, might show unexpected complexities);
but no full-fledged human society has ever
avoided the mult ip l ic i ty.  We must studl-  i t  a l l ,  the
goods and the distributions, in many dilferent
times and places.

There is, however, no single point of access to
this world of distributive arrangements and ide-
ologies. There has never been a universal medium
of exchange. Since the decline of the barter eco-
nomv, money has been the most common
medium. But the old maxim according to which
there are some things that money can' t  buy is not
onlv normatively but also factually true. What
should and should not be up fbr sale is something
men and women always have to decide and have
decided in many different ways. Throughout his-
tory, the market has been one of the most impor-
tant mechanisms for the distribution of social
goods; but i t  has never been, i t  nowhere is today,
a complete distr ibut ive system.

Similarll ' ', there has never been either a single
decision point from which all distributions are
control led or a s ingle set  of  agents making deci-
sions. No state power has ever been so pervasive
as to regulate al l  the patterns ofshar ing,  d iv id ing,
and exchanging out of which a societl' takes

@



I
Michael  Walzer

shape. Things slip awav from the state's grasp;
new patterns are worked out - familial networks,
black markets, bureaucratic alliances, clandestine
political and religious organizations. State offi-
cials can tax, conscript, allocate, regulate,
appoint, reward, punish, but they cannot capture
the full range of goods or substitute themselves
for every other agent of distribution. Nor can
anyone else do that: there are market coups and
cornerings, but there has never been a fully suc-
cessful  d istr ibut ivc conspiracl  .

And finally, there has never been a single crite-
rion, or a single set of interconnected criteria, for
al l  d istr ibut ions.  Desert ,  qual i f icat ion,  b i r th and
blood, friendship, need, free exchange, political
loyaltv, democratic decision: each has had its
place, along with manv others,  uneasi l l 'coexist-
ing, invoked by competing groups, confused with
one another.

In the matter of  d istr ibut ive just ice,  h istorv
displays a great var iety of  arrangements and ide-
ologies.  But the f i rst  impulse of  the phi losopher
is to resist  the displavs of  h istory,  the rvor ld of
appearances, and to search for some under ly ing
uni ty ' :  a short  l is t  of  basic goods, quickly
abstracted to a s ingle good; a s ingle distr ibut ive
cr i ter ion or an interconnected set;  and the
phi losopher himsel f  sranding, symbol ical lv at
least ,  at  a s ingle decis ion point .  I  shal l  argue that
to search fbr uni ty is to misunderstand the sub-
ject  matter of  d istr ibut ive iust ice.  Nevertheless,
in some sense the phi losophical  impulse is
unavoidable.  Even i f  rve choose plural ism, as I
shal l  do,  that  choice st i l l  requires a coherent
defense. There must be pr inciples that  just i ly
the choice and set l imi ts to i t ,  fcrr  p lural ism does
not require us to endorse evert '  proposed dis-
t r ibut ive cr i ter ia or to aocept everv lvould-be
agent.  Conceivablv,  there is a s ingle pr inciple
and a s ingle legi t imate k ind of  p lural ism. But
this rvould st i l l  be a plural ism thar encompassed
a wide range of  d istr ibut ions.  Bv contrast ,  the
deepest assumption of  most of  the phi losophers
rvho hrve rvr i t ten about iust ice.  f rom Plato
onward, is that  there is one, i rnd only one, dis-
t r ibut ive system thxr phi losophl  can r ight ly
encompass.

' l 'odav this svstem is commonlv descr ibecl  as
the one that idealh '  rat ional  men and uomen
rvoulcl choose if thel- lvere forced to choose
impart ia lh,  knorving norhing of  their  orvn s i ru,
at ion,  barred from mlking parr iculxr ist  c la ims,
cont iont ing an abstract  set  of  goods.r  l f  these
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constraints on knowing and claiming are suitably
shaped, and i f the goods are suitably de6ned, i t  is
probably true that a singular conclusion can be
produced. Rational men and women, constrained
this way or that, will choose one, and only one,
distributive system. But the force of that singular
conclusion is not easy to measure. It is surely
doubtful that those same men and women, if
they were transformed into ordinary people, with
a firm sense of their own identity, with their own
goods in their hands, caught up in everyday
troubles, would reiterate their hypothetical
choice or even recognize it as their own. The
problem is not, most importantlv, with the par-
ticularism of interest, which philosophers have
alwavs assumed rhey could safely - that is,
uncontroversiallv - set aside. Ordinary people
can do that too, for the sake, say, of the public
interest. The greater problem is with the particu-
larism of history, culture, and membership. Even
if thev are committed to impartiality, the ques-
tion most likely to arise in the minds of the mem-
bers of a political community is not, What would
rational individuals choose under universalizing
conditions of such-and-such a sortl But rather,
What would individuals like us choose, who are
situated as we are, who share a culture and are
determined to go on sharing it? And this is a
question that is readily transformed into, What
choices have we already made in the course of
our common life? What understandings do we
(real ly) share?

Justice is a human construuion, and i t  is
doubtful that i t  can be made in only one way. At
lny rate, I shall begin by doubting, and more
than doubting, this standard phi losophical
assumption. The questions posed b1. the theory
of distr ibutive f ust ice admit of a range of
answers, and there is room within the range for
cultural diversity and pol i t ical choice. I t 's not
onlv a matter of implementing some singular
principle or set of principles in di l ferent histori-
cal sett ings. No one would deny that there is a
range of moral lv permissible implementations. I
want to argue for more than this: that the princi-
ples of just ice are rhemselves plural ist ic in form;
that different social goods ought to be distrib-
uted for dif ferent reasons, in accordance with
diff-erent procedures, by different agents; and
that al l  these dif ferences derive from dif ferent
understandings of the social goods themselves -
the inevitablc product of historical and cultural
part icularism.

A Theory ofGoods

Theories of distributive justice focur
process commonly described as if
form:

People distribute goods to (other) peo

Here, "distribute" means give, allocat
and so on, and the focus is on the ind
stand at either end of these rctions:
ducers and consumers, but on distrit
and recipients of goods. We are as :
ested in ourselves, but, in this case,
and limited vercion of ourseJves, as
give and take. What is our nature? W
rights? What do we need, want, desl
are we entit\ed to? What would we ar
ideal conditions? Answers to these q
turned into distributive principles,
supposed to control the movement ol
goods, defined by abstraction. are
movable in any direction.

But this is too simple an understan,
actually happens, and it forces us to
make large assertions about human
moral agency - assertions unlikely, e
mand general agreement. I want t
more precise and complex descriptio:
tral process:

People conceiae and create goods, wl
distribut e am ong t he mse lues.

Here, the conception and creation
control the distribution. Goods don'
in the hands of distr ibutive agents
them as they like or give them out i
with some general principle.2 Rather
their meanings - because of their m
the crucial medium of social relatior
into people's minds before they cor
hands; distributions are patterned i
with shared conceptions of what t
and what they are for. Distributir
constrained by the goods theY hol
almost sav that goods distributt
among people.

Things are in the saddle
And r ide mankind.3

But these are alrvays particular thinl
ular groups of men and women. At
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A Theory ofGoods

Theories of distributive justice focus on a social
process commonly described as if it had this
form:

People distribute goods to (other) people.

Here, "distribute" means give, allocate, exchange,
and so on, and the focus is on the individuals who
stand at  e i rher end of  rhese xct ions:  not on pro_
ducers and consumers,  but on distr ibut ive agents
and recipients of goods. We are as alwavs inter_
ested in ourselves, but, in this case, in a special
and limited version of ourselves, as people who
give and take. What is our naturel What are our
rights? What do u'e need, want, deserve? What
are we entitled to? What would we accept under
ideal conditions? Answers to these questions are
turned into distributive principles, which are
supposed to control the movement ofgoods. The
goods, defined by abstraction, are taken to be
movable in anv direct ion.

But th is is too s imple an understanding of  what
actually happens, and it forces us too quicklv to
make large assertions about human nature and
moral agency - assertions unlikely, ever, to com_
mand general agreement. I want to propose a
more precise and complex description of the cen
tral process:

People conceixe and create goods, mhich the.), then
distribu t e a mong t h e ntse lt: es.

Here, the conception and creation precede and
control the distribution. Goods don't just appear
in the hands of  d istr ibut ive agents rvho do with
them as thev like or give them out in accordance
with some general principle.: Rather, goods with
their mernings - because of their meanings - are
the crucial medium of social relations; thev come
into people's minds before thev come into their
hands; distributions are patterned in accordance
with shared conceprions of rvhat the goods are
and rvhat thev are for. Distributive agenrs are
constrained by the goods thev hold;  one might
almost say rhat goods distr ibute themselves
among people.

Things are in the saddle
And r ide mankind.r

But these are alrvavs pxrticular things and partic-
ular groups of  men end women. And. of  course,
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we make the things - even the saddle. I don't
want to deny the importance of human agency,
only to shift our atention from distribution itself
to conception and creation: the naming of the
goods, and the giving ofmeaning, and the collec_
tive making. What we need to explain and limit
the pluralism of distributive possibilities is a the-
ory of goods. For our immediate purposes, that
theory can be summed up in six propositions.

l. All the goods with which distributive iustice
is concerned are social goocls. Thev are not and
they cannot be idiosyncratically valued. I am not
sure that there are any other kinds of goods; I
mean to leave the question open. Some domestic
objects are cherished for private and sentimental
reasons, but only in cultures where sentiment
regularly attaches to such obfects. A beautiful
sunset, the smell of new-mown hay, the excite_
ment of an urban vista: these perhaps are pri_
vately valued goods, though thev are also, and
more obviously, the obiects of cultural assess_
ment. Even new inventions are not valued in
accordance with the ideas of their inventors: thev
are suhject  ro a wider process of  concept ion and
creation. God's goods, to be sure, xre exemDt
from this rule -  as in the f i rst  chapter of  Gener is:
"and God sarl' every thing thar He had made.
and, behold,  i t  was very good" (1:31).  That evalu_
ation doesn't require the agreement of mankind
(who might be doubtful), or of a maioritv of men
and women, or of any group of men and ll'omen
meeting under ideal conditions (though Adam
and Eve in Eden would probably endorse i t ) .  But
I can't think of anv other exemptions. Goods in
the world have shared meanings because concep-
tion and creation are social processes. For the
same reason, goods have different meanings in
different societies. The same "thing" is valued for
dilferent reasons, or it is valued here and disval-
ued there. John Stuart Mill once complained that
"people like in crowds," but I know of no other
wav to like or to dislike social goods.a A solitar_v
person could hardly understand the meaning of
the goods or figure out the reasons for taking
them as l ikable or dis l ikable.  Once people l ike in
crowds, it becomes possible for individuals to
break alvav, pointing to latent or subversive
meanings, aiming at  a l ternat ive values -  including
the values, for example, of notoriety' and eccen-
tricitl '. An easv eccentricity has sometimes been
one of the privileges of the aristocracy: it is a
social good like any other.

2. NIen and women txke on concretc identities

ili
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because of the way they conceive and create,  and
then possess and emplol' social goods. ,,The line
between what is me and mine,"  wrote Wi l l iam
Jlmes, " is ven hard ro drau." i  Distr ibut ions can
not be understood as the acts of men and women
who do not vet have particular goods in their
minds or in their  hands. In fhct ,  people alreadv
stand in a relation to a set of goods; they have a
historv of t ransact ions,  not onl l 'wi th one another
but also u'ith the moral and material world in
which they l ive.  Without such a hisrorv,  rvhich
begins at  b i r th,  they wouldn' t  be men and women
in anv recognizable sense, and thev wouldn,t  have
the f i rst  not ion ofhow to go lbout the business of
giv ing,  a l locat ing,  and exchanging goods.

3.  There is no single set  of  pr imarv or basic
goods conceivable across all moral and material
worlds - or, anv such set lvould have to be con
ceived in terms so abstract  that  thev woulc l  be of
l i t t le use in th inking about part icular distr ibu_
t ions.  Even the range of  necessi t ies,  i f  we take
lnto account moral  as wel l  as phvsical  necessi t ies,
is verv rv ide,  and the rank order ings are r .erv di f -
ferent. A single neccssarv good, and one that is
always necessarv food, for example - carries
different meanings in dilferent places. Ilread is
the staff of life, the body of Christ, the sl.mbol of
the Sabbath,  rhe means of  hospi ta l in. ,  and so on.
Conceivablv,  there is a l imi ted sense in rvhich the
Iirst of these is primarv, so that if rhere were
trven$'people in the u,or ld and iust  enough bread
to feed the twent\', the primacv of bread ls-stalf-
of  l i fe rvould v ie ld a suf f ic ient  d istr ibut ive pr inci-
ple.  But that  is  the onlv c i rcumstance in which i t
rvould do so; and even there,  wc can' t  be sure.  I f
the rel ig ious uses of  bread were to conf l ic t  wi th
i ts nutr i t ional  uses i f  the gods demanded that
bread be baked and burned rather than eaten -  i t
is  bv no means clear which use rvould be pr imarv.
IJorv, then, is bread to be incorporatecl into the
universal  l is t? ' I 'he quest ion is even harder to
answer,  the convent ional  ansuers less plausible,
xs \ \ 'e pass f rom neccs: i t ics to opnor luni l ies,  po*-
ers,  reputat ions,  ancl  so on. These can be incorpo_
rated onlv if thel, are abstractcd lrom everv
part icular meaning -  hence, tbr  a l l  pract ical  pur-
poses, rendered meaninglcss.

.1.  tsut  i t  is  the meaning of  soods that deter-
mines their  movement.  Disrr ibut i r .e cr i ter ia and
arr tngements rre intr insic not to the good_in
itself but to the social good. Ii' rve understand
lvhat it is, lvhat it means to those for rvhom it is a
good, ue understand hoiv,  b1- uhom, and fbr
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whar reasons it ought ro be distributed. All distri_
butions are just or unjust relative to the social
meanings of the goods at stake. This is in obvious
rvays a principle of legitimation, but it is also a
critical principle.6 When medieval Christians, for
example, condemned the sin of simony, they were
claiming that the meaning of a particular social
good, ecclesiastical office, excluded its sale and
purchase. Given the Christian understanding of
office, it follorved - I am inclined to say, it
necessarilv follorved - that olfice holders should
be chosen for their knowledge and piety and not
lbr their wealth. There are presumably. things
that money can buy, but not th is th ing.  Simi lar ly,
the words prustitutizn and hribery, llke simony,
describe the sale and purchase of goods that,
given certain understandings of their meaning,
ought never to be sold or purchased.

5. Social meanings are historical in character;
and so distr ibut ions,  and just  and unjust  d istr ibu-
tions, change over time. 1'o be sure, certain key
goods have rvhat we might think ofas characteris-
tic normative structures, reiterated across the
l ines (but not al l  the l ines) of t ime and space. I t  is
bccause of this reirerarion that the British
philosopher Bernard Williams is able to argue
that goods should ahvays be distributed for ,,rele-
vant reasons" - where relevance seems to connect
to essential rather than to social meanings.T The
idea that offices, lor example, should go to quali-
I ied candidates -  though nor rhe onlr-  ic iea that
has been held about offices - is plainly visible in
r,erv diff-erent societies rvhere simonv and nepo-
tism, under dilferent names, have similarly been
thought s in lu l  or  unjust .  (But there has been a
wide divergence of viervs about what sorts of
posi t ion and place are proper ly.cal led , ,of f ices. , ' )

Again, punishment has been rvideh. understood
as a negarive good that ought to go to people who
are judged to deserve i t  on the basis ofa verdict ,
not  ofa pol i t ical  decis ion.  (But lvhat const i tutes a
verdict? Who is to delir,er it? How, in short, is
just ice to be done to accused men and women?
About these quest ions there has been signi f icant
disagreement.) T'hese examples invite empirical
invcst igat ion.  ' fhere is no merelv intui t ive or

:ffi*::t.,. 
procedure lor seizing upon relevant

6. When meanings are dist inct ,  d istr ibut ions
must be autonomous. l tvery social  good or set  of
goods constitutcs, as it lvere, a distributive sphere
rvi th in rvhich onlv certain cr i ter ia and arrange-
ments are appropr iate.  t r Ionev is inappropr iate in
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the sphere ofecclesiastical office; it is an intrusion
from another sphere. And pietl' should make for
no advantage in the marketplace, as the market-
place has commonlv been understood. Whatever
can rightly be sold ought to be sold to pious men
and women and rlso to profane, heretical, and
sinful men and rvomen (else no one would do
much business). The market is open to all com-
ers; the church is not. In no society, ofcourse, are
social meanings entirely distinct. What happens
in one distributive sphere affects what happens in
the others; we can look, at most, for relative
autonomy. But relative autonomv, like social
meaning, is a critical principle - indeed, as I shall
be arguing throughout this book, a radical princi-
ple.  I t  is  radical  even though i t  doesn' t  point  to a
single standard against which all distributions are
to be measured. 'l 'here is no single standard. But
there are standards (roughl-v knowable even when
they are also controversial) for ever,v social good
and everv distributive sphere in ever]' particular
society'; and these standards are often violated,
the goods usurped, the spheres invaded, by pow
erful men and rvomcn.

Dominance and Monopoly

In fact, the violations are systematic. Autonomf is
a matter of  social  meaning and shared values, but
it is more likeh' to make for occasional reforma-
tion and rebellion than lbr evervdav enforcement.
For all the complexitl' of their distributive
arrangements, most societies are organized on
what we might think of as a social version of the
gold standard: one g;ood or one set of goods is
dominant and determinat ive of  value in al l  the
spheres of distribution. Ancl that good or set of
goods is commonlv monopol ized, i ts value upheld
bv the strength and cohesion of its orvners. I call a
good dominant i f  the indiv iduals ivho have i t ,
because thev hirve it, can commancl r wide range
ofother goods. I t  is  monopol ized rvhenever a s in-
gle man or \r'oman) a monarch in the lvorld of
value or a group of men and women, oligarchs -
successlul lv hold i t  against  a l l  r ivals.  Dominance
describes a wav of using social goods that isn't
l imi ted b1'  their  intr insic meanings or that  shapes
those meanings in its olvn image. X'Ionopoll'
descr ibes a u:rv of  o lvning or control l ing social
goods in order to exploi t  their  dominance. When
goods are scarce and rvicleli' needed, like water in
thc desert, monopoli' itself rvill make them domi-
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nant. Nlostll*, however, dominance is a more
elaborate social creation, the work ofmany hands,
mixing reality and svmbol. Physical strength,
familial reputation, religious or political office,
landed wealth, capital, technical knowledge: each
of these, in dilferent historical periods, has been
dominant; and each of them has been monopo-
lized by some group of men and women. And
then all good things come to those who have the
one best thing. Possess that one, and the others
come in train. Or, to change the metaphor, a
dominant good is converted into another good,
into many others, in accordance with lvhat often
appears to be a natural process but is in fact magi-
cal ,  a k ind ofsocial  a lchemy.

No social good ever entirely dominates the
range of goods; no monopoly is ever perfect. I
mean to describe tendencies only, but crucial ten-
dencies. For we can characterize whole societies
in terms of the patterns of conversion that are
established within them. Some chlracterizations
are simple: in r capitalist society, capital is domi-
nant and readily converted into prestige and
power; in a technocracy, technical knowledge
play's the same part. But it isn't difficult to imag-
ine, or to find, more complex social arrange-
ments.  Indeed, capi ta l ism and technocracy are
more complex than their names imply, even if the
names do convey real information about the most
important forms of sharing, dividing, and
exchanging. Nlonopolistic control of a dominant
good makes a ruling class, whose members stand
atop the distributive system - much as philoso-
phers, claiming to have the wisdom they love,
might l ike to do. But s ince dominance is always
incomplete and monopoly imperfect ,  the rule of
every ruling class is unstable. It is continuall,v-
challenged by other groups in the name of alter-
nat i \  e patterns uf  convcrsion.

Distribution is what social conflict is all about.
N[arx's heavv emphasis on productive processes
should not conceal from us the simple truth that
the struggle for control of the means of production
is a distributive struggle. Land and capital are at
stake, and these are goods that can be shared,
divided, exchanged, and endlessly converted. But
land and capital are not the only dominant goods;
it is possible (it has historicall.v been possible) to
come to them by wav of other goods - military or
political power, religious office and charisma, and
so on. Histor-v reveals no single dominant good and
no naturallJ' dominant good, but only different
kinds of magic and competing bands of magicians.

@



Michael  Walzer

The claim to monopolize a dominant good -
when worked up for public purposes - consti-
tutes an ideology. Its standard form is to connect
legitimate possession with some set of personal
qualities through the medium of a philosophical
principle. So aristocracv, or the rule ofthe best, is
the principle of those who lay claim to breeding
and intelligence: they are commonly the monopo-
lists of landed wealth and familial repurxtion.
Divine supremacy is the principle of those who
claim to know the word of  God: thev are the
monopolists of grace and office. N{eritocracv, or
the career open to ta lents,  is  the pr inciple of those
who claim to be talented: they are most often the
monopolists of education. Free exchange is the
pr inciple of  those who are readv, or who tel l  us
thev are readv, to put their monev at risk: thev
are the monopolists of movable wealth. These
groups - and others, too, similarlv marked off by
their principles and possessions - compete with
one another, struggling for supremacy. One
group wins, and then a different onel or coalitions
are worked out,  and supremacy is uneasi ly
shared. There is no final victory, nor should there
be. But that  is  not to say that the c la ims of  the
different groups are necessarilv wrong, or that thc
pr inciples they invoke are ofno value as distr ibu-
tive criteria; the principles are often exactly right
within the limits of a particular sphere. Ideologies
are readi lv corrupted, but their  corrupt ion is not
the most interest ing th ing abour them.

It is in the studv of these struggles that I have
sought the guiding thread of mv own argumenr.
The struggles have, I think, a paradigmatic form.
Some group of men and women - class, caste,
strata, estate, alliance, or social formation - comes
to enjov a monopolv or a near monopolv of some
dominant good; or, a coalition of groups comes ro
enjov, and so on. This dominant good is more or
less systematicallv converted into all sorts of other
things - opportunities, porvers, and reputations. So
wealth is seized by the strong, honor b-v'' the well-
born, officc b-v the well educated. Perhaps the ide-
ologv that justifies rhe seizure is u.idely believed to
be true. But resentment and resistance arc (almost)
as pervasive as belief. There are alwavs some
people, and aftcr a time there are a great manv, who
think the seizure is not ,usrice but usurpation. The
ruling group does not possess, or does not uniquely.
possess, the qualities it claims; the conversion
process violates the common understanding of the
goods at stake. Social conflict is intermittent, or it is
endemic; at some point, counterclaims are put for
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ward. Though these are of manv different sorts,
three general sorts are especiallv important:

I The claim that the dominant good, whatever it
is, should be redistributed so that it can be
equally or at leasr more widely shared: this
amounts to saying that monopoly is unjust.

2 The claim that the way should be opened for
the autonomous distribution ofall social goods:
this amounts to saying that dominance is
unjust .

3 The claim that some new good, monopolized
by some new group, should replace the cur-
renrly dominant good: this amounts to saying
that the existing pattern of dominance and
monopoly is uniust .

The third claim is, in Marx's view, the model of
every revolutionary ideology - except, perhaps, the
proletarian or last ideology. Thus, the French
Revolution in Marxist theorv: the dominance of
noble birth and blood and of feudal landholding is
ended, and bourgeois wealth is established in its
stead. The original situation is reproduced with
different subiects and obiects (this is never unim-
portant), and then the class war is immediately
rcnewed. It is not m]' purpose here to endorse or to
criticize N{arx's view. I suspect, in fact, that there
is something of all three claims in every revolu-
tionary ideology, but that, too, is not a position
that I shall try to defend here. Whatever its socio.
logical significance, the third claim is not philo-
sophicallv interesting - unless one believes that
there is a naturallv dominant good, such that its
possessors could legitimately claim to rule the rest
of us. In a sense, Marx believed exactly that. The
means of production is the dominant good
throughout history, and Marxism is a historicist
doctrine insofar as it suggests that whoever con-
trols the prevailing means legitimately rules.8 After
the communist revolution, we shall all control the
means of production: at that point, the third claim
collapses into the first. N{eanwhile. Marx's model
is a program for ongoing distributive struggle. It
will matter, of course, who wins at this or that
moment, but we won't know why or how it mat-
ters if we attend only to the successive assertions 0f
dominance and monopoly.

Simple Equality

It is with the first two claims that I shall be con-
cerned, and ultimatelv with the second alone, for

that one seems to me to
of social meanings and the
tributive systems. But the
mon among PhilosoPhers;
search for unitY and si
to explain its difficulties at

Men and women who
challenge the monoPolY
a particular social good. Thi
monopoly in general; forif
dominant and widelY
possiblY be monoPolized'
which everYthing is uP for
has as much money as
the "regime of simPle
tiplied through the
extends across the full
regime of simPle
because the further
exchange in the
inequalities in its train. If
simple equality over t
"monetar-v law" like the
times or the Hebrew
periodic return to the orl
centralized and activist
enough to force such a
that state officials would

ing to do that, if moneY

In any case, the original
another waY. It's not

reappear, but also that
In practice, breaking

neutralizes its dominancc'
play, and inequalitY takes
again the regime of si

up for sale, and everYone
money. So everYone hag

buy an education for his

and others don't' It

ment: other social goods
for sale onlY to PeoPle
cates. Soon everyone
more likely, the Purchase
the tax sYstem. But then
a competitive world wi

longer dominant
upbringing or skill in
dominant instead, and
certification are
Let's call them (what
"group of the talented."

of this grouP claim t



rent sorts,
rt:

hatever it
it can be
rred: this
r just.
rened for
al goods:
nance is

opolized
the cur-
o saying
rce and

nodel of
aps, the
French
ance of
lding is
I in its
:d with
unim-

:diately
ie or to
t there
'evolu-
osition
socio-
philo-
s that
5at its
le rest
. The
god

rricist
con-

After
rl the
claim
rodel
le. It
that

mat-
ns of

that one seems to me to capture best the plurality
of social meanings and the real complexity of dis-
tributive systems. But the first is the more com-
mon among philosophers; it matches their own
search for unity and singularity; and I shall need
to explain its difficulties at some length.

Men and women who make the first claim
challenge the monopoly but not the dominance of
a particular social good. This is also a challenge to
monopoly in general; lor if wealth, for example, is
dominant and widely shared, no other good can
possibly be monopolized. Imagine a society in
which everything is up for sale and every citizen
has as much money as every other. I shall call this
the "regime of  s imple equal i ty."  Equal i tv is mul-
tiplied through the conversion process, until it
extends across the full range of social goods. The
regime of simple equality rvon't last for long,
because the further progress of conversion, free
exchange in the market, is certain to bring
inequalities in its train. If one wanted ro sustain
simple equal i tv over t ime, one would require a
"monetarv law" like the agrarian laws of ancient
times or the Hebrew sabbatical, providing for a
periodic return to the original condition. Only a
centralized and activist state rvould be strong
enough to force such a return; and it isn't clear
that state officials would actually be able or will-
ing to do that, if money were the dominant good.
In any case, the or ig inal  condi t ion is unstable in
another way. It's not only that monopoly will
reappear,  but  a lso that dominance wi l l  d isappear.

In practice, breaking the monopolv of money
neutralizes its dominance. Other goods come into
play,  and inequal i ty takes on new forms. Consider
again the regime of simple equality. Er,ervthing is
up for sale, and evervone has the same amount of
monev. So evervone has, say, an equal abilitl ' to
buy'  an educat ion lor  h is chi ldren. Some do that,
and others don' t .  I t  turns out to be a good invest-
ment: other social goods are, increasingly, offered
for sale onll' to people rvith educational certifi-
cates.  Soon evervone invests in educat ion;  or ,
more likelr', the purchase is universalized through
the tax system. But then the school  is  turned into
a compet i t ive wor ld wi th in which money is no
longer dominant. Natural talent or firmily
upbr inging or ski l l  in rvr i t ing examinat ions is
dominant instead, and educat ional  success and
cert i f icat ion are monopol ized br.some new group.
Let 's cal l  them (rvhat thev cal l  themselves) the
"group of  the ta lented."  Eventual l r .  the members
of this group claim that the good the1, control

Complex Equal i ty

should be dominant ourside the school: of6ces,
titles, prerogatives, wealth too, should all be pos-
sessed by themselves. This is the career open to
talents, equal opportunitv, and so on. This is
what fairness requires; talent will out; and in any
case, talented men and women will enlarge the
resources available to everyone else. So Michael
Young's meritocracy is born, with all its atten-
dant inequalities.e

What should we do now? Ir is possible to set
limits to the new conversion patterns, to recog-
nize but constrain the monopoly power ofthe tal-
ented. I take this to be the purpose of John
Rawls's dilference principle, according to which
inequalities are justified only if they are designed
to bring, and actually do bring, the greatesr possi-
ble benefit to the least advantaged social class.r0
More specifically, the difference principle is a
constraint imposed on talented men and women,
once the monopoly of wealth has been broken. It
works in this way: Imagine a surgeon who claims
more than his equal share of wealth on the basis
of the skills he has learned and the cerrificates he
has won in the harsh competitive struggles ofcol-
Iege and medical school. We will grant the claim
if, and only if, granting it is beneficial in the
stipulated ways. At rhe same time, we will act to
limit and regulate the sale ofsurgery - that is, the
direct conversion ofsurgical skill into wealth.

'I'his regulation will necessarily be the work of
the state, just as monetary laws and agrarian laws
are the work of the state. Simple equalitv would
require continual state intervention to break up or
constrain incipient monopolies and to repress
new forms of dominance. But then state power
itself will become the central object of competi-
tive struggles. Groups of men and women will
seek to monopolize and then to use the state in
order to consolidate their control of other social
goods. Or, the state will be monopolized by its
own agents in accordance rvith the iron law ofoli-
garchy. Politics is always the rnosr direct path to
dominance, and pol i t ical  power (rather than the
means of production) is probably the most impor-
tant, and certainly the most dangerous, good in
human historv.rr  Hence the need to constrain the
agents of constraint, to establish constitutional
checks and balances. These are l imi ts imposed on
political monopolv, and thev are all the more
important once the various social and economic
monopol ies have been broken.

One wav of  l imi t ing pol i t ical  power is to dis-
tribute it rvidell'. 'I-his may not work, given the
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well-canvassed dangers of majority tyranny; but
these dangers are probablv less acute than thev
are of tcn made out to be. The greare,  dung.,  t r f
democrr t ic government is that  i t  rv i l l  be weak t<r
cope with re-emerging monopolies in society at
l r rge,  u i th the sociel  srrength of  p lutocrars,
bureaucrals,  technocrats,  meri tocrnts,  and so on.
In theory, political power is the dominant sood in
a dcmocrac_\. ,  and i r  is  converr ib le in anv *ay the
ci t izens choose. But in pract ice,  again,  breakine
rhe monopoir .of  power neutral izes i rs dominance.
Political power cannot be widelv sharetl without
being subjected to the pul l  ofal l  the other soods
that rhe ci r izens elreadl .  hrrc or hope ,o hrr . .
Hence democracv is.  as - \ larx recognized, essen_
tiallv a reflective svstem, mirroring the prevailing
and emerging distr ibut ion of  social  soo, ls. i
Democrlr ic decis ion making si l l  be shanet l  bv
the culrurr l  concept ions that detcrmine nr-unde. l
lvrite the nerv monopolies. To prevail against
thesc monopol ies,  power u. i l l  her.e to be cent.al_
ized, perhaps i tsel f  monopol ized. Once again,  the
state musr be verv powerful if it is to fulfill the
purposes assigned to it by the difference princiole
or hv anr s imi lar l . r  intrrrent ionist  ru le.

St i l l ,  the regime of  s imple equal i ty might work.
One can imagine a more or less stable tension
betrveen emerging monopol ies and pol i t ical  con_
strarnrs, between the claim to privilege put for_
ward by the talented, say, and the enforcement of
the clifference principle, and then between the
agents of enfbrcement and the democratic consti_
tutron. But I  suspect that  d i f f icul t ies wi l l  recur.
and thut : l t  mxn\.  points in t ime the onlr .  reme. l r i
for  pr ivate pr iv i lege rv i l l  be stat ism, and the onlv
cscrpc f rom srat ism ir . i l l  he pr i r .ete pr iv i lcge. We
wi l l  mobi l ize power ro check monopolv.  then look
f t r r  some $t . r  of  checking thr pouer $e hrrvc
mobi l ized. But there is no wav that doesn' t  ooen
opportunir ics f i r r  strercgical lv placcd m.n 

"ndwomen to serze :rnd e xploit important social
goods.

1-hese problems der ive l rom treat ing mono_
polr .  ancl  nol  dominrnce, as the central  issue in
distr ibut ive iust ice.  I t  is  not  d i f f icul t ,  ofcourse, ro
undersrand u'h],' philosophers (and political
lctr \ is ts,  to9) h"1'q lbcuscd on mon,,poir .  1.hc
distr ihur ivc struggles ot '  the mot lern .g.  b.gin
rvith a lvar against the aristocracv,s singular hold
on land, of f icc,  and honor.  This seems an esDe_
r ' i r r l l r  l l r rn ic ious monopolr .beclusc i t  rests unon
hir th rnd hlood. rr  i rh rr  h ich rhe indir . idur l  h:rs
nothing to do, rather than upon rveal th,  or  Dorver.
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or education, all ofwhich _ ar least in principle_
can be earned. And when every man and woman
becomes, as it were, a smallholder in the sphere of
bir th and blood. an important uictory is indeed
won. Birthright ceases to be a dominant good;
henceforth, it purchases very little; wealth.
power, and education come to the fore. With
regard to these latter goods, however, simplc
equality cannot be sustained at all, or it can onlv
be sustained subject to the vicissitudes I have iust
descr ibed. Within their  or . r  n spheres,  as they are
current l_v undcrsrood. these three tend to qenei_
ate natural  monopol ies that  can be repressed only
if stare power is itself dominant and if it is
monopolized by officials committed to rhe reDres_
sion. Bur there is.  I  th ink,  another parh ro an;ther
kind ofequal i tv.

Tyranny and Complex Equal i ty

I want to argue that rve should focus on the
reduction of dominance - not, or not primarily,
on the break-up or the constraint ofrnonopolv.
We should consider l r .het  i t  might * . rn ,o 'n.r_
row the range within which particular goods are
convertible and to vindicate the autonomv ofdis_
tr ihut ive sphercs.  Bur th is I ine of  , r lurn.n, ,
though it is nor uncommon historicallv. has
never fu l l r  emerged in phi losophical  wr i t inc.
Phi losophcrs have tended ro cr i r ic izc 1or to ius_
t i fv)  er isr ing or emerging monopol ies of  weal th,
polver, and education. Or, they have criticized (or
.iustified) parricular conversions - of wealth into
education or of office into wealth. And all this,
most often, in the name of some radically simnli_
fied distributive s].stem. The critique of domi_
nance will suggesr instead a way of reshaping and
then living with the actual complexity of distribu_
t ions-

Imagine now a society in which clifferent social
goods are monopolistically held _ as rhev are in
fact  lnd alwlr .s ui l l  he.  barr ing cont inual  state
intervention - but in which no particular good is
gencral l r  convcrr ih le.  As I  go along, I  shal i  t ry to
def ine thc precise l imirs on converr ib i l i t r .  hui  fo,
norv the gcncral  dcscr ipt ion u i l l  suf f ice.-This is a
complex egal i tar ian socierv.  ' fhough there wi l l  be
manr,  smal l  inequal i t ics,  incqual i tv wi l l  not  be
mulr ip l ied through rhc conrcrsion process. Nor
u'ill it be summed across diff'erent goods, because
the autonomv of  d istr ibut ions wi l l  tend to pro_
duce a rrr icrr  ot ' lot . r l  monopol ics,  hcld bt .  d i i fer_
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cnt groups of men and women. I don't want to
claim that complex equalitv would necessarilv be
more stablc rhan simple equal i r l ,  hut  I  am
inclined to think that it would open the wav lor
more di f fused end part icular ized forms of  social
conflict. And the resistance to convertibilirv
would be mainrained. in largc degree, bv ordinarr .
men and women ui th in their  oun spheres of
competence and control, without large_scale state
actron.

This is, I think, an artractive picture, but I
have not vet explained just whl, it is attractive.
The argument for complex equality begins from
our understanding - I mean, our actual, concrete,
positive, and particular undersranding _ of the
various social goods. And then it moves on to an
account of the wav rve relate to one another
throu.gh those goods. Simple equalitv is a simple
distributive condition, so thar if I have fburteen
hats and you have lburteen hats, rve are equal.
And it is all to the good if hars are dominant, for
then our equal i tv is extended through al l  the
spheres ofsocial life. On the vierv that I shall take
here,  however,  we simplv have the same number
of hats,  and i t  is  unl ikel l , ,  that  hats wi l l  be domi_
nant for long. I,-quality,. is a complex relation of
persons, mediated b-v- thc goods we make, share,
and div ide rrmong ourselr .esl  i t  is  nor i rn i t lent i t r
ofpossessions. l t  requires thcn. a t l i rers i t ,  o l . , i is_
tr ibut ivc cr i rer ia rhrr  mirrors rhc dir .ers i r i  o l .
social goods.

The argument lbr  complex equal i tv has been
beautifullv put bv Pascal in onc of'his pensy'es.

The nature of tvrannv is to desire po\\,er over
the rvhole ivor ld and outside i ts orvn sphere.

There are di l ferent companies _ rhe srrong,
the handsome, the intel l igent,  the devout -  ancl
each man reigns in his orvn, not elservherc.  But
sometimes rhe\.  meet,  and the strong and the
handsome fight for masrery _ fbolishll., firr
their  masterv is ol  d i f f i rent  k inds.  Thev mis_
undcrstand onc lnothcr.  rnd mrkc thc mistake
of each aiming at  universal  dominion. Nothing
can lvin this, not e\,en strengrh, fbr it is pou.er_
less in thc k ingdom r, l  the rr isc.  .  .  .

Tyrann.1,. T'he fbllou,ing sratcmcnrs, thcre_
fbre, arc lalse and tr,rlnnical: ,,Because I :rn.r
handsome, so I  should command respect."  , , I
am strong, therefore men should love nte.  .  .  . "
" Iam.. .etcetera."

Tvrannr. is the ivish to obtain br. one means
what can onlv be had br, another. We olve dil._
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ferent duties to different qualities: love is the
proper response to charm, fear to strenqth. and
bel ieI to learning.rr

tr{arx made a similar argument in his earlv manu_
scriprs; perhaps he had this pensie in mini:

Let us assume man to be man, and his relation
to the lvorld to be a human one. Then love can
only be exchanged for love, trust for trust, etc.
If vou wish to enjoy art you must be an artisti_
cally cultivated person; ifyou wish to influence
other people, you must be a person rvho reallv
hes a st imular ing and encouraging ef lect  upon
orhers.  .  .  .  I fvou lotc wirhout evokinc love in
rcrurn.  i .e. .  i fyou rre not able.  bv thc manifes_
tation of vourself as a loving person, to make
yourself a beloved person _ then your love is
lmpotent and a misfortune.rr

These are not easy arguments, ancl most of mv
hook is s impl,v an exposir ion of  their  _."nino.
But here I  shal l  at tempt somerhing 

-orc 
l , i rnpic

and schematic:  a t ranslat ion of  the arguments into
the terms I  har-e alreadv heen using.

The f i rsr  c la im of  past.al  and \ iarx is rhar ncr.
sonal  qual i r ics and social  goods have rheir  orvn
spheres of  operat ion,  where thev work their
effects freelv, spontaneousl]., and legitimatelv.
There are ready'or natural  conversions that fo l_
low from, and are intui t ivelv plausible because of .
the social  mcaning of  p:rr t iculer goods. The
appcal  is  to our ordinar l ,  unclerstanding ancl .  at
the same t imc, lgainst  our common , . ; r ; ; r ; ; ; ;
in i l lcgir imate convcrsion parrerns.  Or,  i t  is  an
appeal from our acquiesence to our resentment.
There is something wrong, pascal suggests, with
the conversion ofstrength into belief. In rrolitical
rerms. Plscl l  mcans thxt  no ruler can r isht lv
comm:rnd mr- opinions merelr  hecaus. , i  tn.
porver he wields. Nor can he, N,Iarx adds, rishtlv
claim to inf luence mv act ions:  i f  a ruler *"n-, ,  ,o
do that,  he must be persuasive,  helpful ,  encourag-
rng, and so on. These arguments c lepend lor  their
f i l rce on some shrrret l  unt lerst l rnt l ing of  knorr l
cdgc, inf luence, and polrer.  Soci i l  goods har.e
soci l l  mcanings. ancl  r re f int l  our u:rr  to disrr ibu
t i rc just icc throxg[ ,n inr . rpret . r ion of  rh6se
meanings. We seirrch fbr  pr inciples internal  to
each distr ibur i r .e sphere.

The second claim is that  rhe disregard of these
pr inciples is t \ r inn\ .  To convcr l  one eo,, . l  into
anothcr.  \ \ 'h(n thcrc is no intrrnsic annn". t i , ,n
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They are part  of  rhe stor\ . ,  not  the whole of  i t

Free exchange

Free exchange is obviouslv open_ended; it
guarantees no particular distributive outcome. At
no point in anv exchange process plausibly called
"free" will it be possible to predict rhe particular
div is ion of  social  goods that wi l l  obtain ar some
later point.r" (It may. be possible, however. to Dre_
dict  the general  srrucrurc of ' thc t l i r . is ion. ;  tn ihe_
ory at least, free exchange creates a market within
vhich all goods are convertible into all other
goods through the neutral medium of monev.
There are no t lominant goods and no monoool ier .
Hence the successive divisions that obtain will
directlv reflect the social meanings of the goods
that are div ider l .  For each hargain,  t rat le,  sale.
rnd purchase rvill have been agreed to voluntarilv
by men and rvomcn n ho know whnt thar meanins
is,  who are indccd i rs makcrs.  Ercr l  exchrnge is e
revelat ion ol 'social  me:rning. 81 dct in i t ion.  rhen.
no r  wi l l  evcr l r r l l  into the hands of  somcone rvho
possesses .y, merell' because he possesses y and
without reglrd to rvhat . r  acrul l l r  a.an. , , ,  , , , rn.
other member of societr-. 'I 'he market is radicallv
plural ist ic in i rs operar ion:  rnd i ts outcomes. inf i_
ni te ly sensi t ive to the meanings that indir . iduals
attach to goods. What possible restraints can be
imposed on lree exchange, then, in the name of
pluralism?

But even'dav l i fe in the market,  the actual
experience of fiee exchange, is verv diffbrent
from uhrr  thc theorr .  suggests.  \ l , ,ncv,  suppos_
edly the neutral medium, is in pracice a clomi_
nant good, and it is monopolized bv people u.ho
possess a special talent for bargaining and trading
- thc green thumh ol '  hourgeois societv.  The n
other peoplc t lemand a rcdisrr ibur ion uf  rnun.r .
and the rst lh l ishmerrr  of  thc rcgimc , , f  s imnle
equal i tv,  and the sclr t .h bcgins fbr  somc ur\  r ( )
sustain that  r rg inre.  But rrcn i l  ue f i rcus on thc
first untroubled momenr of simple equalin, _ free
exchange on the basis of equal shares we will
s t i l l  nced to set  l imirs on what can be erchansed
for uhrt .  For f rce cxch;rngc lcevcs di : r r ihut ions

Complex Equal i ty

enr i re ly in the hands of  indiv iduals,  and social
meanings are not subject, or are not alwavs sub_
ject ,  ro the inrerprerrr i r .e decis ions of  in j iu idual
men and women.

Consider an easy example, the case of political
power.  We can conceive of  pol i r ical  po*. .  r r ,  , . ,
of  goot ls of  varving value, vores,  inf luence.
of t ices.  end so on. Anv of  rhese can be traded on
the market and accumulated by individuals will_
ing to sacrifice other goods. Even if the sacrifices
are real, however, the result is a form oftyranny _
petty tyranny, given the conditions of simole
equal i t r ' .  Because I  am wi l l ing ro do wirhout mv
har.  I  shal l  vote twice;  and you who valuc rhe vote
less than you value my hat, will not vote at all. I
suspect that the result is tyrannical even with
regard to the two of us, who have reached a vol_
untary agreement. It is certainly tyrannical with
regard to all the other citizens lvho must now
submit  to my disproporr ionate pou,er.  l t  is  not
the case that votes can't be bargained for; on one
lnterpretarion, that's what democratic politics is
al l  about.  . {nt l  democrar ic pol i t ic ians have cer_
tainll' been known to buy votes, or to trv to buv
them, by promising publ ic expen<i i tures that ben_
ef i t  part icular groups ofvoters.  But th is is done in
publ ic,  u- i th publ ic funds, and subject  to publ ic
approval .  Pr i r r re t rading is ruled out bv v i r tue of
uhat pol i t ics,  or  democrar ic pol i t ics,  is  rhar is.
hv v i r rue of  whet we did uhen i \ .c consr i tuted rhc
pol i t ical  communin.  and of  what $,e sr i l l  th ink
about rvhat we did.

Free exchange is not a general criterion. but we
rr i l l  he eble ro spcci fv the boundar ics ui th in
which it operates onlv through a careful analt,sis
of '  panicular suciel  goot ls.  An. l  having $.orket l
through such an rnrr l . rs is.  we wi l l  come up . t  b.r t
u i rh a phi iosophical lv aurhor i tar ive set  o i  huun. l .
aries and not necessarilv with the set thxt ousht
to bc pol i t ical l \  aulhor i rxt i \e.  F, , r"  rnune).  , . . rx
across r l l  boundar ics th is js thc pr imarv iurnl  of .
i l legal  immigrat ion;  and just  where one oushr to
tr \  to stop i t  is  l  quest ion ofcxpecl icncv as w. l l  as
of l l r inciple.  Fl i lure to stop i t  at  some rcasonable
point  has consequences throughout the range of
t l is t r ibur ions,  bur considerar ion of  thcse b" lnncs
in a latcr  chaptcr.

Deserl

Like free exchange, desert seems both ooen_
endcd ;rnd plural isr ie .  One might imaginc r  s ingl .
ncutrr l  agencv dispensing reulr t ls  anJ punish_

Three criteria, however, appear to meet the
requirements of the open-ended principle and
have often been defended as the beginning and
cnd of distributive justice, so I must sav some_
thing about each of them. Free e"ch"nge, des.rt .
rnd need: all three have real force, but none of
them has force across the range of clistributions.

i
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ments, infinitely sensitive to all the forms of indi-
v idual  desert .  Then the distr ibut ive process
rvould indeed be centr l l ized, but the resul ts
rvould still be unpredictablc and various. There
would be no dominant good. No .r. would ever be
distributed without regard to its social meaning;
for,  wi thout xt tent ion to what r- is,  i t  is  conceptu-
al lv impossible to say that r  is  deserved. Al l  the
clilferent companies of men and rvomen rvould
receive their  appropr iate reward. How this would
lvork in practice, however, is not easy to figure
out.  I t  might make sense to sav of  th is charming
man, for  example,  that  he desenes to be loved. I t
makes no sense to sav that he deserves to be lor.ed
bv this (or any) part icular \ r ,oman. I f  he loves her
u'hi le she remains impervious to his (real)
charms, that  is  h is misfbrtune. I  doubt rhat $.e
rvould lvant the situation corrected bv some out-
s ide agencr ' .  ' fhe love of  part icular men and
\\omen, on our underst lnding of  i t ,  can onlv be
distr ibuted bv themsehes, and thev are rarelv
guided in these mamers bJ. considerations <if
desert .

The case is exact lv the same rv i th inf luence.
Here, let's sav, is a rvoman rvidelv thought to bc
st imulat ing and encouraging ro others.  Perhaps
she deserves to be an inf luent ia l  member of  our
communin-.  But she doesn' t  deserve that I  be
inf luencecl  br-  her or that  I  f i r l log,  her lead. Nor
u'ould rve \\,ant mv fbllorvership, as it u.ere,
assigned to her by anl  agcnc) capable ofmirk ing
such assignments.  She mav go to great lengths to
st imulate lnd encourage me, ancl  c lo al l  the th ings
that are commonl l  cal led st imulat ing or encour
aging. But i f I  (perverselv)  refuse to be st imulated
or encouraged, I  rm not dcnving her anr- th ing
that she deserves. The same argumenr holds b1'
extension lbr  pol i t ic ians and ordinarv c i t izens.
Cit izens can' t  t radc their  \ ,otes f i r r  hats;  thcr.can' t
indiv idual lv decide to cross the boundarr .  that
separates the spherc of  pol i t ics f rom the market-
place. But rv i th in thc sphere o1'pol i t ics,  thev do
make indir , idual  decis ions;  encl  thev are rarelv
guided, again,  br .considerut ions ofc lesert .  I t 's  not
clear that offices can be desen'ecl - another issue
that I  must postpone; but evcn i f ' tho.  can be, i t
ivould v io late our understanding of  c lemocr:r t ic
pol i t ics r lerc thei '  s impl l  c l is t r ibutecl  to c leserr . ing
men and lvomen bv some ccntr i r l  agenc\ ' .

Simi larh ' ,  horrever ue drau the bounclar ies of
the sphere rv i th in rvhich l ree exchangc operares,
desert  u ' i l l  p lav no role rv i th in those bounclar ies.  I
am ski l l fu l  at  bargaining and tracl ing,  let 's  sar. ,
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and so accumulate a large number of beautiful
pictures. If we assume, as painters mostly do, that
prctures are appropriatelv traded in the markeq
then there is nothing wrong with my having thc
pictures. N{y title is legitimate. But it would bc
odd to sav that I deserve ro have them simply
because I am good at bargaining and trading.
Desert seems to require an especiallv close con-
nection berween particular goods and particular
persons, rvhereas justice onlv sometimes requires
a conncction of that sort. Still, rve might insist
that onh' arrisricallv cultivated people, who
deserve to have pictures, should actually havc
them. It's nor difficult to imagine a distributivc
mechanism. The state could buv all the pictures
that rvere olfered for sale (but artists would have
to be licensed, so that there wouldn't be an end-
less number of pictures), evaluate them, and then
distribute them ro artisticallv cultivated men and
women, the better pictures ro the more culti-
vated. 'I'he state does something like this, some-
times, with rcgard ro things that people need -
medical care, lor example - but not with regard
to things that people deserve. There are practical
difficulties here, but I suspect a deeper reason for
this difference. Desert does not have the urgency
o1-need, and i t  does not involve having (owning
and consuming) in the same way. Hence, we are
lvilling to tolerate the separation of owners of
paintings and artisticallv cultivated people, or we
are unrvilling to require the kinds of interference
in the market that would be necessary to end the
separation. Of course, public provision is always
possible alongside the market, and so we might
argue that arristicxllv cultivated people deserve
not pictures bur museums. Pcrhaps they do, but
thev don't deserve thilt the rcst of us contribute
monev or appropriate public funds for the pur-
chase of pictures and the construction of build-
ings.  Thev lv i l l  have to persuade us that art  is
worth the money; thev wi l l  have to st imulate and
encourxge our o\\'n artistic cultivation. And if
thel' fiil to do that, their ou'n lor.e of art may well
turn out to be " impotent and a misfortune."

Even if \\'e \\ere to assign the distribution of
lor,e, influence, offices, rvorks ofart, and so on. to
some omnipotent irrbiters of desert. how would
ne select  them? Horv could ant.one deserve such
a position? Onll' God, rvho knolvs what secrets
lurk in the hearts of  men, rvould be able to make
the necessarv distr ibut ions.  I f  human beings had
to c lo the u 'ork,  the distr ibut ive mechanism would
be scized car lv on by some band ofar istocrats (so
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they would call themselves) with a fixed concep_
tion of what is best and mosr deserving, and
insensitive to the diverse excellences of their fel-
low citizens. And then desert would cease to be a
pluralist criterion; we rvould find ourselves face to
face with a new set (of an old sort) of ryrants. We
do, ofcourse, choose people as arbiters ofdesert -
to serve on juries, for example, or to award prizes;
it will be worth considering lirter what the prerog_
atives of a juror are. But it is important to stress
here that he operates lvithin a narrow range.
Desert is a strong claim, but it calls for difficult
iudgments;  and onlv under verv special  condi-
t ions does i t  y ie ld speci f ic  d istr ibut ions.

Need

Final ly,  the cr i ter ion ofnecd. " ' I 'o each lccording
to his needs" is general lv raken as the distr ibut ive
half of N'Iarx's famous maxim: we are to distribute
the wealth of  the communitv so as to meet the
necessi t ies of  i ts  members.r t  A plausible proposal ,
but a radicallv incomplete one. In l'act, the first
hal f  of  the maxim is also a distr ibut ive proposal ,
and it doesn't fit the rule of the second half.
"From each according to his abilit1." suggests that
jobs should be distr ibuted (or that  men and
women should be conscripted to rvork) on the
basis of  indir , idual  qual i f icat ions.  But indiv iduals
don' t  in anv obvious sense need the iobs lor
which thev are qual i l ied.  Perhaps such jobs are
scarce, and there are a large number of  qual i f ied
candidates:  rvhich candidates necd them most? I f
their material needs are alreadv taken care o1-,
perhaps thev don' t  need to rvork at  a l l .  Or i l ,  in
some non-mater ia l  sense, thev al l  need to rvork,
then that neecl  rvon'r  d ist inguish among them, at
least not to the naked eve. It rvould in anv case be
odd to ask a search committee looking, sav, lor a
hospi ta l  d i rector ro make i ts choicc on the basis of
the necds of  the cancl idates rather than on those
of the staf f  and the pat ients of  the hospi ta l .  But
the lat ter  set  of  needs, even i f  i t  isn ' t  the subject
of  pol i t ical  d isagreemenr,  won' t  v ie ld a s ingle dis-
t r ibut ivc c lecis ion.

\or rv i l l  need u,ork f i r r  manv orher goods.
I larx 's maxim docsn' t  hclp at  a l l  rv i th regard to
the distr ibut ion of  pol i t ical  pouer,  honor and
thme, sai lboats,  rare books, beeut i fu l  objects of
every sort .  ' I 'hese are not th ings that anvone,
str ict lv speaking. nceds. Even i f  rve take a loose
view and def ine the verb to need the wav chi ldren
do, as the strongest form ofthe verb to n4r71,11,g

Complex Equality

still won't have an adequate distributive criterion.
The sorts of things that I have listed cannot be
distributed equallv ro those with equal wants
because some of them are generally, and some of
them are necessarily, scarce, and some of them
can't be possessed at all unless other people, for
reasons of their own, agree on who is to possess
them.

Need generates a particular distributive sphere,
within which it is itself the appropriate distribu_
tive principle. In a poor society, a high proportion
of social  weal th wi l l  be drawn into th is sphere.
But given the great variety of goods that arises
out of any common life, even when it is lived at a
very low mater ia l  Ievcl ,  othcr distr ibrr t ive cr i tcr i ; r
will alwavs be operating alongside of need, and it
rvill alwavs be necessary to worry about the
boundaries that mark them off from one another.
Within i ts sphere,  certainlv,  need meets the gen-
eral distributive rule about r and ..yr. Needed
goods distributed to needy people in proportion
to their  neediness are obviously not dominated by
any other goods. I t 's  not  havingJ/,  but  onlv lack-
ing r  that  is  re levant.  But rve can now see. I  th ink.
that every criterion that has anv force at all meets
the general  ru le wi th in i ts own sphere,  and not
elsewhere. This is the eff'ect of the rule: dilferent
goods to different companies of men and rvomen
lor different reasons and in accordance with dif-
ferent procedures. And to get all this right, or to
get i t  roughh'r ight ,  is  ro map out the ent i re social
wor ld.

Hierarchies and Caste Societ ies

Or, rather, it is to mxp out a particular social
wor ld.  For the analvsis that  I  propose is immi-
nent and phenomenological  in character.  I t  rv i l l
v ie ld not an ideal  map or a master plan but,
rather,  a map and a plan appropr iate to the people
fbr u.hom it is drarvn, whose common lif'e it
reflects. The goal, of course, is a reflection of a
special  k ind,  rvhich picks up rhose deeper under-
standings of social goods ivhich are not necessar-
ilf' mirrored in the evervdal' practice of
dominance and n-ronopolv.  But what i f  there are
no such understandings? I  har,e been assuming al l
a long that social  meanings cal l  for  the autonomy,
or the relat i \ ,e autonomv, of  d istr ibut ive spheres;
and so thet,  do much of  the t ime. But i t 's  not
impossible to imagine a sociery where dominance
and monopoll' are not r,iolations but enactments
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of meaning, where social goods are conceived in
hierarchical terms. In feudal Europe, for exam,
ple,  c lothing was nor a commoditv (as i t  is  today)
but a badge of  rank. Rank dominated dress.  The
meaning of  c lothing was shaped in the image of
the feudal order. Dressing in finerv to which one
rvasn't entitled rvas a kind of lie: it made a false
statement about who one was. When a k ing or a
prime minister dressed as a commoner in order to
learn somerhing about the opinions of  h is sub-
iects,  th is was a k ind of  pol i t ic  decei t .  On the
other hand, the di lhcul t ies of  enfbrcing the c loth-
ing code (the sumptuxr-v laws) suggests that there
was al l  a long an al ternat ive sense of  what c lothing
meant.  At  some point ,  at  least ,  one can begin to
recognize the boundar ies of  a dist inct  sphere
within which people dress in accordance u'ith
rvhat they can al}brd or rvhat thel'are willing to
spend or horv they want to look. 'fhe sumptuarl'
larvs mav still be enfbrced, but norv one can make
- and ordinarv men and rvomen do, in thct ,  make
- egal i tar ian arguments against  them.

Can we imagine a societv in which al l  goods are
hierarchical lv conceived? Perhaps the casre svs-
tem ofancient India had this form ( though that is
a l l r - reaching claim, and i t  uould be prudent to
doubt i ts t ruth:  for  one rhing, pol i t ical  powcr
seems allvays to have escaped the larvs of caste).
We think of  castes as r ig idh.segregated groups, of
the caste svstem as a "plural  socien' ,"  a wor ld of
boundar ies. ts But the s1'stem is consr i tuted b) 'an
extraordintrv integrat ion of  meanings. Prest ige,
lve:r l th,  knowledge, ofhce, occupat ion,  fbod,
clothing, even the social  good of  conversat ic ln:  a l l
are subject  to the intel lectual  as lvel l  as to the
phvsical  c l isc ip l inc of  h ierarchr ' .  And the hierar
chv is i tsel f  detcrmined bv the s ingle value of  r i t -
ual  pur i t l ' .  A certain k ind of  col lect ive mobi l i f i .  is
possible, ftrr castes ()r subcastes can cultivate the
out lvard marks of  pur i tv and (rv i th in ser-ere I im
i ts)  ra ise their  posi t ion in the social  scale.  And the
svstem as a tvholc rests upon a rel ig ious doctr ine
that promises equal i ty '  o l 'opportunin ' ,  nor in rhis
l i f 'e but across the l ives of  the soul .  The indiv id-
ual 's status here and nolv " is the resul t  ofhis con-
duct in his last  incarnl t ion .  and i f
unsxt is lactorv can be remcdied br.  acquir ing
meri t  in his prescnt l i f 'e which ui l l  ra ise his status
in the ncxt ." le We should not assune that men
and women are e\ .er  ent i re l l  content rv i th radical
inequal in ' .  Ncr,ertheless,  d istr ibut ions here ancl
now are part  of  a s ingle svstcnl ,  largel l  unchal
lenged, in uhich pur i tv is dominant orer other
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goods - and birth and blood are dominant over
purity. Social meanings overlap and cohere.

The more perfect the coherence, the less possi-
ble it is even ro think abour complex equality. All
goods are like crowns and thrones in a hereditary
monarchy. There is no room, and there are no
criteria, fbr autonomous distributions. In fact,
however, even hereditary monarchies are rarely
so simply constructed. The social understanding
of royal power commonly involves some notion of
divine grace, or magical gifr, or human insight;
and these criteria for office holding are porentially
independent of  b i r th and blood. So i t  is  for  most
social goods: they are onlv imperfectly integrated
into larger systems; they are understood, at least
sometimes, in their own terms. 'I'he theory of
goods explicates understandings of this sort
(where thev exist), and the theorv of complex
equality exploits them. We sav, for example, that
it is tvrannical for a man without grace or gift or
insight to sit upon the throne. And this is only
the first and most obvious kind of tvranny. We
can search for many other kinds.

Tvrannv is alwavs specific in chxracter: a par-
ticular boundarv crossing, a particular violation of
social  meaning. Complex equal i tv requires the
defense of boundaries; it works bv diiferentiating
goods just as hierarchy works by differentiating
people. But we can onlv talk of a regime of com-
plex equal i tv when there are many boundar ies to
defend; i rnd what the r ight  number is cannot be
speci f icd.  There is no r ight  number.  Simple
equalitv is easier: one dominant good rvidelv dis-
tributed makes an egalitarian society. But com-
plexitv is hard: horv manv goods nlusr be
autonomouslv conceived belore the relations thev
mediate can become the relat ions of  equal  men
lnd llomen? -lhere is no certain answer and
hence no ideal regime. But as soon as we start to
dist inguish meanings and mark out distr ibut ive
spheres,  we are launched on an egal i tar ian enter-
pr lsc.

The Setting of the Argument

' l 'he pol i t ical  communitv is the appropr iate set-
t ing for  th is enterpr ise.  I t  is  not ,  to be sure,  a sel f -
contained distr ibut ive rvor ld:  onlr . the rvor ld is a
sel f -  contained distr ibut ive u.or ld,  lnd contempo-
rarv science fiction invites us to speculate about a
timc lvhen e\:en that lvon't be true. Social goods
are shared, dir . ided, and exchanged across pol i t i -
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al frontiers. Monopoly and dominance operate
dmost as easily bevond the frontiers as within
them. Things are moved, and people move them-
selves, back and forth across the lines.
Nevertheless, the political community is probably
the closest we can come to a world of common
meanings. Language, history, and culture come
together (come more closely together here than
anywhere else) to produce a collective conscious-
ness. National character, conceived as a fixed and
permanent mental set, is obviously a myth; but
the sharing of sensibilities and intuitions among
the members of a historical communitv is a fact of
life. Sometimes political and historical communi-
ties don't coincide, and there mav well be a grow-
ing number of states in the rvorld today where
sensibi l i t ies and intui t ions aren' t  readi lv shared:
the shar ing takes place in smal ler  uni ts.  And then,
perhaps, we should look {br some way to adjust
distributive decisions to the requirements of
those uni ts.  But th is adjustment must i tsel f  be
worked out pol i t ical ly,  and i ts precise character
wi l l  depend upon understandings shared among
the ci t izens about the value of  cul tural  d iversi ty. ,
local autonomv, ancl so on. It is to these under-
standings that ive must appeal when rve make our
arguments -  a l l  of  us,  not  phi losophers alone, lor
in matters of  moral i t t ,  argument s implv is the
appeal to common meanings.

Politics, moreover, establishes its orvn bonds of
commonal i tv.  In a rvor ld of  independent states,
political power is a local monopolv. These men
and women, we can sav, under rvhatever con
straints,  shape their  oq,n dest iny.  Or thev strug-
gle as best thev can to shape their orvn destinl'.
And i f  their  dest inv is onlv part ia lh '  in their  orvn
hands, the struggle is ent i re ly '  so.  The-v are the
ones whose decision it is to tighten or loosen dis-
t r ibut ive cr i ter ia,  to central ize or decentral ize
procedures,  to intervene or refuse to intervene in
this or that  c l is t r ibut ive sphere.  Probablr . ,  some
set of  leaders make the actual  decis ions,  but the
ci t izens should be able to rccognize rhe leaders as
their  oun. I f  the leaders : r re cruel  or  stupid or
endlesslv vcnal ,  as ther.of ten are,  the c i t izens or
some of the c i t izens wi l l  t r i  to replace them,
f ight ing over the distr ibut i t in of-pol i t ical  porver.
' l 'he f ight  rv i l l  be shaped bv the inst i tut ional
structures ol-  the communitv that  is ,  bv the
outcomes of  prer, ious f ights.  Pol i t ics presenr is
the product o{ '  pol i t ics plsr-  I r  esr lb i ishes an
unar-oidable set t ing fbr  the considerat ion of  d is-
t r ibut i r .e just ice.

Complex Equality

There is one last reason for adopting the view
of the pol i t ical  communiry as set t ing,  a reason
that I shall elaborate on at some length in the next
chapter. The community is itself a good - con-
ceivably the most important good - that gets dis-
tributed. But it is a good that can only be
distributed by taking people in, where all the
senses ofthat latter phrase are relevant: they must
be physically admitted and politically received.
Hence membership cannot be handed out by
some exteinal agencv; its value depends upon an
internal decision. Were there no communities
capable of making such decisions, there would in
this crsc be no good worrh dis l r ihur ing.

The only plausible alternative to the political
community is humanity itself, the society of
nations, the entire globe. But were we to take the
globe as our setting, we would have to imagine
what does not yet exist: a community that
included al l  men and women everywhere. We
would have to invent a set of common meanings
for these people,  avoiding i f  we could the st ipuh-
tion ofour own values. And we rvould have to ask
the members of  th is hypothet ical  communitv (or
their hypothetical representatives) to agree
among themselves on what distributive arrange-
ments and patterns of conversron are to count as
iust. Ideal contractualism or undistorted commu-
nication, which represents one approach - not my
own -  to just ice in part icular communit ies,  may
well be the only approach for the globe as a
u'hole.20 But whatever the hypothetical agree-
ment,  i t  could not be enforced without breaking
the pol i t ical  monopol ies of  exist ing states and
central iz ing pou'er at  the global  level .  Hence the
agreement (or the enforcement) would make not
fbr complex but for simple equalitv - if porver
was dominant and lvidelv shared - or simplv for
tyrrnnv if power was seized, as it probablv
lvould be, b1'a set  of internat ional  burcrucrats.  In
the first case, the people ofthe rvorld rvould have
to live u'ith the dilficulties I have described: the
cont inual  reappearxnce of local  pr iv i lege, the con-
t inual  reassert ion of  g lobal  star ism. In the second
case, thev rvoulcl have to live with dilficulties that
are considerably worse. I  wi l l  have a l i t t le morc to
sa1'about these di f f icul t ies later.  For nolv I  take
them to be reasons enough to l imi t  mvsel f  to
ci t ies,  countr ies,  and states that  har,e,  over Iong
per iods of  t ime, shaped their  o lvn internal  I i fe .

lVith regard to membership, hou,ever, impor-
tant quest ions ar ise benreen and am<ing such
communit ies,  and I  shal l  t r r . to f i rcus on them and
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to draw into the light all those occasions when
ordinarv citizens focus on them. In a limited way,
the theory of complex equality can be extended
from particular communities to the society of
nations, and the extension has this advantage: it
will not run roughshod over local understandings
and decisions. Just for that reason, it also will not
yield a unilorm system ofdistributions across the
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