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THE METAPHYSICAL CASE FOR LUCK EGALITARIANISM* 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Over the past quarter of a century so-called “luck egalitarianism” has taken centre 

stage in discussions of distributive justice.1 Its generic distributive principle, equality 

of opportunity for advantage, states that variations in the levels of advantage held by 

different persons (i.e. inequalities) are permitted by justice if and only if those persons 

are responsible for those (or equivalent) variations.2 On this principle disadvantages 

that arise from congenital disability, poor native endowment of talent, and birth into 

unfavorable social or economic circumstance are typically said to give rise to 

entitlements for compensation, for they derive from inequalities of opportunity, 

whereas those that arise from choices to make more or less effort, or to pursue some 

goals rather than others, do not, for they reflect different uses of opportunity.  

In recent years luck egalitarianism has come into disrepute in some quarters. 

This is in part attributable to the array of (purportedly) compelling counterexamples 

and rival theories that it, as a major account of distributive justice, was bound to 

provoke.3 Unusually, however, metaphysical considerations have informed much of 

the negative reassessment.4 Particularly damaging, if correct, is the claim that luck 

egalitarianism is committed to metaphysical libertarianism – the view that free human 

action is possible – despite reasonable doubts over that doctrine’s truth. Why, it may 

be asked, deny assistance to “the lazy” or “the reckless” if they may be, 

 
* This article was published as Carl Knight, “The Metaphysical Case for Luck Egalitarianism,” Social 

Theory and Practice, 32 (2006), 173-189. Published by Florida State University Department of 

Philosophy. https://www.jstor.org/stable/23562083  
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metaphysically speaking, just as non-responsible for their disadvantages as the 

congenitally disabled and naturally untalented are for theirs?  

I will argue that luck egalitarianism may be plausibly construed as sensitive to 

metaphysically-based concerns such as these. In section II I argue that the “libertarian 

assumption” allegation itself rests upon the assumption that luck egalitarians are 

committed to rewarding certain kinds of actions regardless of whether or not those 

who perform them are actually responsible for performing them. But this assumption 

is at odds with the reference to responsibility that is at the heart of luck egalitarianism. 

It follows that luck egalitarianism would not be undermined were it actually the case 

that both metaphysical libertarianism (or libertarianism for short) and compatibilism 

were false. If the lazy or reckless are not actually responsible for their disadvantages 

then luck egalitarianism will not, in principle, penalize them. In this regard luck 

egalitarianism is better positioned than outcome egalitarianism, which must assume, 

in precisely the sense intended by luck egalitarianism’s critics, hard determinism or an 

equivalent position. 

The critics attempt to strengthen their hand by suggesting that luck 

egalitarianism does not sit well with compatibilism. My response, given in section III, 

is firstly, that it has not been shown that there are any relevant differences in the 

moral implications of these two metaphysical theories, and secondly, that even if there 

were such differences, luck egalitarianism would be able to accommodate them by 

modifying its prescriptions.        

The defense of luck egalitarianism of sections II and III invites the further 

objection that luck egalitarianism is, in the inevitable absence of a resolution of the 

free will problem, practically impotent. If luck egalitarians cannot know whether 

those who appear to be responsible for their disadvantages are really responsible for 
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them, then they cannot know whether to compensate them. I meet this criticism in 

section IV with the proposal that a luck egalitarian government ought to distribute 

advantage on the basis of an educated guess about the metaphysics of responsibility. I 

suggest that a committee of specialists might be well qualified to make such a guess. 

The overall argument is that reference to metaphysics shows that luck 

egalitarianism is at an advantage relative to outcome egalitarianism (and related 

positions), being superior in its account of responsibility and equal in the practical 

applicability of that account. This is not necessarily to say that luck egalitarianism 

ought to be favored over other accounts of equality (including outcome 

egalitarianism). Such accounts may be buttressed by moral objections to luck 

egalitarianism that do not appeal to metaphysics. But the argument does indicate that 

luck egalitarianism is, in the relevant respects, far better placed than is often supposed. 

 

II. THE CASE 

A general worry of critics of luck egalitarianism is that, in bringing choice and 

responsibility to centre stage in political philosophy, it entered treacherous waters. 

Specifically, it opened itself up to the libertarian assumption objection. Samuel 

Scheffler writes that “luck egalitarianism invites the objection that, like the political 

philosophies of the anti-egalitarian right, it tacitly derives much of its appeal from an 

implausible understanding of the metaphysical status of choice.”5 Luck egalitarianism 

interprets all voluntary choices as exercises of responsibility, but such a relationship 

can only possibly hold if free will is possible; that is, if libertarianism is correct. 6 As 

Saul Smilansky notes, from a hard determinist perspective, “[G. A.] Cohen’s idea that 

there can be the sort of non-arbitrary ‘genuine choice’ which could justify some 

inequality would be simply seen as mistaken.”7  These remarks, together with the 
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notorious intractability of the free will problem, suggest that luck egalitarianism 

assumes an undoubtedly controversial (and according to some implausible) 

metaphysical theory.  

I will not attempt to give any kind of full exploration of the free will problem 

here. But exploration of the relationship between metaphysics, justice and luck 

egalitarianism does, I hope to show, suggest that the latter is well positioned. Consider, 

then, five preliminary comments on the suggestion of the previous paragraph. Note 

first that the critic of luck egalitarianism must, in the case of luck egalitarianism at 

least, view the findings of philosophy as trumping widely held views about the social 

and political organization of society. The free will problem is not, it can safely be 

assumed, at the forefront of most persons’ thoughts about justice. With this the 

consistency of certain combinations of anti-luck egalitarian arguments is threatened.  

Take, for instance, the position that luck egalitarianism is undermined by both 

its suspect metaphysics and its divergence with commonplace moral judgments. 

Regarding luck egalitarianism’s insistence that inequalities in the presence of a 

history of equivalent exercises of responsibility are morally wrong, but that 

differential responsibility-based inequalities are not, Scheffler writes that “[i]t is far 

from clear that, in this generalized form, this claim enjoys widespread intuitive 

support. The more common or intuitive view, I believe, is that the fairness or 

unfairness of differences in advantage resulting from, on the one hand, factors beyond 

people’s control and, on the other, people’s voluntary choices, is highly dependent on 

the prevailing social context and institutional setting.”8 I maintain that the claim that 

luck egalitarianism fails to coincide with ‘the social and political conception of 

equality’ is both more open to doubt than Scheffler acknowledges and of questionable 

normative importance. But even were it valid and morally weighty (I offer no 
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arguments to the contrary here) it undercuts and is undercut by the metaphysical 

argument that Scheffler presents alongside it. If one allows that an account of 

distributive justice may be disproved on the ground of the weakness of its 

metaphysics, one surely ought to grant that the wholly metaphysically ignorant ‘more 

common or intuitive view’ is likely to be undermined in this way. Conversely, if one 

believes that the test of a political theory is the popularity of its prescriptions, one 

ought to view the distinctly ivory tower issue of the metaphysical credentials of such a 

theory as immaterial. 

The second point, which has more importance for the main argument, 

concerns the precise sense in which luck egalitarianism is said to assume 

libertarianism. There is surely no conceptual need for a luck egalitarian to premise her 

theory on this (or any other) metaphysical theory. What difficulty is there in her 

saying “I know that you are not really responsible for this outcome, for hard 

determinism is true; but you certainly look responsible for it, so I’m going to hold you 

responsible for it”? The difficulty, surely, is a normative one, and so too, I take it, is 

the assumption – that is, luck egalitarianism looks far more plausible if it rewards and 

penalizes in a manner that is genuinely (i.e. according to the correct metaphysical 

theory) responsibility-sensitive, rather than in an arbitrary manner that is superficially 

responsibility-sensitive. The assumption, then, is metaphysical in character but 

morally motivated. 

The final three points can be stated more briefly. The first is that libertarianism 

is not obviously wrong. Some political philosophers are happy to assert that 

libertarianism seems implausible to them without so much as an argument to that 

effect.9 But this is not an uncontroversial conclusion among metaphysicians; far from 

it.10 The next point is that, further objections (such as the unfairness of compatibilism-
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based inequality objection addressed in the next section) notwithstanding, luck 

egalitarianism only assumes (in the sense just described) either metaphysical 

libertarianism or compatibilism. Some luck egalitarians, indeed, think the second of 

those options the more promising. 11  The final preliminary is that the libertarian 

assumption objection does itself rely upon the credibility of a certain controversial 

metaphysical theory – hard determinism.12 Theories of justice that do not give choice 

a central role are likely to be undercut, and luck egalitarianism appear preferable, if 

libertarianism or compatibilism are shown to be correct. There will, at least, be no 

metaphysical grounds for objecting to luck egalitarianism.  

With these points the ground has been prepared for the luck egalitarian’s 

central argument, the metaphysical uncertainty argument. She begins by observing 

that the best construal of luck egalitarianism understands luck thinly with regard to 

responsibility, i.e. as its inverse.13  I am unlucky in this sense if I suffer from a 

disadvantage for which I am not responsible. Thick luck, by contrast, comes in many 

varieties, each of which has certain substantive content. Conceptions of thick luck will 

often fail to coincide with thin luck as their content is “more specific than the 

negation of our bottom line judgments about responsibility.”14 For instance, I am only 

unlucky in the particular thick sense of lack of regressive control of causes if I can or 

could control all the causes of my disadvantage, and all the causes of those causes.15 

Suppose that I had control over the causes of my disadvantage, but not over their 

causes. If responsibility requires only non-regressive control then I am unlucky in this 

particular thick sense, but I am not unlucky in the thin sense. Those who have been 

described as luck egalitarians often use luck thickly, most often when referring to 

brute luck and option luck, which place the focus on the presence or absence of 

choice. 16  But the use of thin luck is no departure from the core ideas of luck 
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egalitarianism – most luck egalitarian works explicitly specify that it is the presence 

or absence of responsibility that is pivotal.17  

Note that the focus on thin luck means there are as many different luck 

egalitarianisms as there are ways of defining free will and responsibility (and hence 

luck). The most obvious divide is between libertarian and compatibilist views, but 

neither of these groups is homogenous: on the one hand there are non-causal, event-

causal and agent-causal accounts, on the other there are multiple viewpoints, mesh, 

reasons-responsive and Strawsonian accounts. There are of course other accounts, and 

subdivisions within these accounts.18 But luck egalitarianism itself is not committed to 

either libertarianism or compatibilism, far less any particular formulation of free will 

and responsibility. It simply favors that account which is correct, or most correct.        

If this is all granted, then even in the metaphysical worst-case scenario that 

hard determinism is true, luck egalitarianism would be in no worse a state in the 

relevant regards than other forms of egalitarian justice. If hard determinism is 

assumed then the luck egalitarian principle of equality of opportunity for advantage is 

in all possible circumstances equivalent to the outcome egalitarian principle of 

equality of advantage. If no one is responsible for any of their preferences, equality of 

opportunity for advantage’s policy of compensating for those and only those 

disadvantages for which persons are not responsible amounts to equality of 

advantage’s policy of compensating for all disadvantages.19  

This should be a familiar point.20 Yet it casts doubt on Scheffler’s claim that 

“the appeal of luck egalitarianism may seem tacitly to depend on a form of 

metaphysical libertarianism.” 21  Without libertarianism, and even without 

compatibilism as well, luck egalitarianism’s metaphysics-based appeal is equal to that 

of its main rival. Furthermore, the metaphysical uncertainty argument naturally 
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pushes to a stronger conclusion. Given our actual and inevitable uncertainty over 

which answer to the free will problem is correct, luck egalitarianism is at a prima 

facie advantage over outcome egalitarianism, whose categorical insensitivity to 

responsibility is either equivalent to luck egalitarianism’s sensitivity (if hard 

determinism is true) or prima facie counterintuitive (if libertarianism or compatibilism 

are true). Outcome egalitarianism would be subject to the counterpart of the 

libertarian assumption objection – the hard determinist assumption objection – with 

no possibility of recourse to a metaphysical uncertainty argument, for metaphysical 

certainty is assumed. Of course, the metaphysics-based moral counterintuitiveness 

may be overcome by some independent normative argument to the effect that 

responsibility for one’s disadvantage should not preclude compensation for that 

disadvantage.22 But clearly no such argument is available from metaphysics – indeed, 

as I said, some arguments of this type may be not be available to the metaphysically 

disposed. Engagement with the free will problem leads us to what is, if anything, an 

embarrassing conclusion for luck egalitarianism’s critics, and an emboldening one for 

its advocates. 

 

III. COMPATIBILISM  

So far I have treated compatibilism and libertarianism as though, so far as distributive 

justice is concerned, they were equivalent. Some may suspect that it is precisely this 

conflation that has powered my argument, for the critics claim that the two theories 

are not equally welcome to luck egalitarians. Scheffler notes that, according to 

libertarianism, “genuinely voluntary choices belong to a different metaphysical 

category than do other causal factors. If the distinction between choices and unchosen 

circumstances is viewed as a fundamental metaphysical distinction, then it may seem 
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capable of bearing the enormous political and moral weight that luck egalitarianism 

places on it.”23 Compatibilism is less conducive to luck egalitarianism as, “[i]n the 

absence of such a conception [of the metaphysical status of genuine choice], it is 

simply not clear why choice should matter so much: why such fateful political and 

economic consequences should turn on the presence or absence of genuine choice.”24 

The idea here appears to that, while it is true that agents may have attributive 

responsibility for their actions if compatibilism is correct, those grounds for moral 

appraisal do not justify the particular substantive responsibility judgments made by 

luck egalitarians. 25  In other words, fully responsibility-sensitive distribution is 

inappropriate where the (attributive) responsibility in question is merely compatibilist. 

This is the unfairness of compatibilism-based inequality objection.  

But why exactly does the particular way in which choices are genuine matter 

to luck egalitarians? Why is one type of attributive responsibility a more plausible 

basis for distribution? Without answers to these questions the objection is little more 

than the assertion that compatibilism just is not enough for the luck egalitarian’s 

purposes.  

Scheffler attempts to answer these questions by linking compatibilism and 

luck egalitarian unfairness. He starts by noting that, according to compatibilists, “the 

relation of choice to the agent’s values, deliberations, and preferences will make the 

presence or absence of choice an important factor in many contexts. Still, it will be 

only one factor among others, and its relative importance will vary depending on the 

context.” 26  Scheffler believes that the status of choice in a compatibilist scheme 

creates particular problems for the luck egalitarian: 
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[A] talent for choosing wisely is just one human skill among others. What we 

call practical wisdom is affected in complex ways by other traits of character 

and temperament, and is not itself distributed equally among people. … Nor 

can luck egalitarians say that the choices made by those who are less skilful 

choosers are for that reason alone less genuine choices, for luck egalitarians 

hold that, if there are genuine choices, then people may reap the rewards of the 

good ones and must bear the costs of the foolish ones.27 

 

The claim, then, is that the luck egalitarian’s willingness to punish those who 

choose badly seems especially harsh when combined with a compatibilist account of 

responsibility, as those choices do not themselves belong to any special metaphysical 

category, and are affected by each individual’s practical reasoning capability, which 

varies from one individual to another. Clearly, a particular account of responsibility is 

assumed here. But even if we were to allow that, the argument is misconceived. A 

poor choice-making capability is a disadvantage just like any other for the luck 

egalitarian if it may result in a loss in advantage, as is the case here. As such it will 

give rise to compensation unless the individual is responsible for it.28 Scheffler does 

not state whether, in the kind of cases he has in mind, the “less skilful choosers” are 

responsible for their lack of skill. But if they are responsible for it there is nothing 

obviously wrong with penalizing them for that, just as it is may be appropriate to 

compensate them where they are not responsible.29 

Marc Fleurbaey has this to say in support of the unfairness of compatibilism-

based inequality objection: 
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Even if a compatibilist account may provide grounds for moral attitudes of 

praise or dispraise, it is more questionable whether it could justify differences 

of welfare or advantage between people. The presence of an identified 

deterministic factor explaining a person’s behavior gives her very good 

arguments for complaining about any penalty in welfare or advantage imposed 

by equal opportunity institutions, or symmetrically, seriously undermines any 

claim to preferential treatment yielding a higher outcome. In brief, the equal 

opportunity approach faces a sort of dilemma: its ethical appeal is stronger 

with an incompatibilist view of free will than with a compatibilist one, but the 

doubt problem is then also more acute.30 

 

Here the focus is on the kinds of judgments of substantive responsibility that 

are appropriate given compatibilism. While Scheffler’s argument might suggest that 

attributive responsibility in such metaphysical circumstances has no substantive 

significance, Fleurbaey’s accepts that it might, but just not in the way that luck 

egalitarians imagine.  

Were Fleurbaey’s person’s “very good arguments for complaining about any 

penalty in welfare or advantage …” actually to materialize independently of the 

outright rejection of compatibilism – i.e. if it was accepted that the negligent were not, 

on the grounds of responsibility, to be disadvantaged, but were nevertheless an 

appropriate object of (non-disadvantaging) dispraise – that would suggest that theories 

of justice should distinguish between compatibilism and libertarianism in a way that I 

have not up to now considered. But there are two good reasons for thinking that this 

need not worry the luck egalitarian. First, it does not seem obvious to me that any 

such arguments will emerge. We usually want to back up a justified expression of 
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praise or dispraise with action of some kind. It seems wholly inadequate to respond to 

grossly irresponsible or even malicious behavior with a mere shake of the head. We 

cannot, for instance, tolerate “moral hostage taking” by those who know that an 

egalitarian society will pay for their destructive or extravagant behavior.31 Assuming 

that such persons are, determinism notwithstanding, responsible for their behavior, it 

may well strike us as wrong to subsidize their reprehensible choices. Less drastic 

irresponsibility is typically met with correspondingly less drastic, though still 

significant, sanctions.  

Second, if my hunch is mistaken, and some substantial compatibilism-based 

inequalities can be shown to be unfair, the relevance of compatibilist attributive 

responsibility to distributive justice would have been diminished. But luck 

egalitarianism would remain an attractive position as long as libertarianism is viable 

and/or some compatibilism-based inequalities are fair. Even if these were not 

possibilities luck egalitarianism would fare no worse than outcome egalitarianism as 

its judgments of substantive responsibility would reflect this state of affairs. In other 

words, the conclusion need only be that luck egalitarianism should not treat any 

positive result regarding the truth of compatibilism, however limited its moral 

implications, as though it justified fully responsibility-sensitive distributive measures. 

This can be accommodated readily enough. 

 

IV. APPLICATION 

It appears that luck egalitarianism is a coherent and distinct distributive theory on the 

assumption of either libertarianism or compatibilism, although the latter may place 

limits on the degree of responsibility-sensitivity that is appropriate. If hard 

determinism is assumed luck egalitarianism remains coherent, although in that case it 
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is much harder to distinguish it from outcome egalitarianism. We are left, however, 

with the question of what a government (or other distributive body) ought to do in the 

real world, where we can make no such assumptions. Outcome egalitarians have an 

easy answer: distribute advantage equally. 32  “Non-metaphysical” luck egalitarians 

might recommend that we reward and penalize wherever certain criteria for 

responsibility are satisfied, regardless of whether metaphysically genuine 

responsibility has actually been exercised.33 But such a position falls squarely in the 

sights of the libertarian assumption objection – it rewards or penalizes where there is 

the mere veneer of responsibility. Alternatively, if luck egalitarians insist that 

distribution only occurs where the presence of genuine responsibility is beyond 

dispute they will have to wait for the free will problem to be resolved, in which case 

the uncertainty that is the source of their metaphysical strength invites fatal criticism 

at the level of application. As Fleurbaey comments, “egalitarianism would be 

seriously endangered of being practically impotent if it was held hostage by 

metaphysics.”34 Can luck egalitarians take metaphysics seriously, as I have urged they 

should, and still offer concrete distributive proposals? I believe they can, provided 

they accept the pragmatic solution of legislating on the basis of our best metaphysical 

guess. I will describe how this might be done in probabilistic terms, but other methods 

are equally compatible with luck egalitarianism.  

Imagine a society consisting of A and B, who each hold fifteen units of 

advantage, and C, who holds sixty-nine units of advantage. A is, doubts about free 

will aside, fully responsible for his disadvantage relative to C; it has arisen, say, from 

decisions that he made but that C declined. B, however, is not responsible for her 

disadvantage; her actions are equivalent to those of C. (C is therefore responsible for 

his advantage over A but not responsible for his advantage over B.) Let us assume 
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that we cannot increase or decrease the number of units in the society; redistribution is 

the only means of redressing the inequalities we find there. In the first scenario hard 

determinism is correct, and equality of opportunity for advantage recommends, with 

equality of advantage, that thirty-six units be extracted from C and the product 

distributed equally between A and B, leaving each person with thirty-three units. In 

the second scenario libertarianism or (full, distribution-relevant) compatibilism are 

correct, and equality of opportunity for advantage recommends that twenty-seven 

units be extracted from C and the entire product handed to B, leaving B and C with 

forty-two units and A with the 15 units with which he began.   

The problem, as I said, is that we do not know whether hard determinism, 

libertarianism or compatibilism are true. But what is our best guess? If we had no 

reasons for or against these theories we might do best to invoke the principle of 

insufficient reason, and treat each theory as though it were equally likely to be 

correct.35  In that case, if we restrict our attention to the three theories (including 

compatibilism only in its full sense and excluding any of the recent revisionist 

theories), the distribution is defined by both the first two scenarios, though the weight 

of the second is double that of the first (as two of the three theories recommend the 

second). Equality of opportunity for advantage would on that basis recommend that 

thirty units be extracted from C, with the product divided unevenly between A and B, 

leaving A with twenty-one units, and B and C with thirty-nine units each. 

It is generally supposed, however, that we do have reasons, albeit radically 

inconclusive ones, for and against metaphysical theories. For this reason the principle 

of insufficient reason is inapplicable. Nevertheless, a probabilistic approach appears 

to be reasonable. Governments have various ways of arriving at educated guesses; 

luck egalitarianism has no preference here, other than favoring greater accuracy over 
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lesser accuracy. I will describe one option here: a responsibility committee composed 

of some of the leading authorities on the relevant metaphysical issues. The committee 

would be representative in terms of the positions (hard determinism, libertarianism, 

etc.) initially held by each member, though they may change during the course of the 

committee’s deliberations. It would be charged with surveying the research 

appropriate to its topic and would ultimately provide the distributive arm of the 

government with their assessments of the likelihoods of each of the two scenarios, and 

any variations (such as ones involving the minimal, non-distribution-relevant 

compatibilism suggested by the unfairness of compatibilism-based inequality 

objection), being correct. It would be a simple task then to establish the appropriate 

distributive regime. For example, if the specialists decide that the first scenario (or 

some equivalent involving minimal compatibilism) is twice as likely to be true as the 

second, equality of opportunity for advantage would recommend that thirty-three 

units be extracted from C, with the product divided unevenly between A and B, 

leaving A with twenty-seven units, and B and C with thirty-six units each.  

I am confident that there is no consensus among the leading metaphysicians in 

developed Anglophone countries that either hard determinism or outright 

libertarianism/compatibilism is correct. I am also confident that there is no reason to 

believe that such a consensus would arise from the committee’s deliberations. On 

these grounds I speculate that the committees of these countries would settle on 

compromises that give some weight to both hard determinism and 

libertarianism/compatibilism. 36  The distributions mentioned in the two preceding 

paragraphs are embodiments of such compromises.37 In practice luck egalitarians will 

give some weight to equalizing both opportunities and outcomes. Thus the typical 

luck egalitarian compensation pattern mentioned in the introduction – compensation 
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for disadvantages arising from congenital disability, poor native endowment of talent, 

and birth into unfavorable social or economic circumstance, but no compensation for 

disadvantages arising from choices to make more or less effort, or to pursue some 

goals rather than others – receives a qualified endorsement, the main divergence being 

that there will be some (though less than full) compensation for disadvantages 

apparently arising from choices. Other ways of arriving at a decision (including 

Roemer’s method mentioned below) are, for parallel reasons of demography, likely to 

have a similar outcome. 

Imperfect as the committee of specialists approach may be, I think it is 

reasonable enough method. Our best guess is that metaphysicians are the group best 

qualified to make the required decision. We could, at any rate, do worse. Consider 

John Roemer’s contrasting view. He puts forward an “algorithm by which any society, 

with its particular views concerning the extent to which persons can overcome their 

circumstances by acts of will, can implement an egalitarianism of opportunity 

consonant with those views. In this sense, my proposal is political and not 

metaphysical.” 38  Such an approach treats society as a whole as the appropriate 

decision-making body. But this group is severely under-qualified. The vast majority 

of the population will begin with no or virtually no philosophical expertise. Public 

debate may be all but worthless, for proponents of rival views may find that logical 

argumentation is a less effective way of persuading others than rhetoric and emotional 

appeal.39 We want members of the decision-making body to make judgments about 

the truth rather than merely express their preferences. We are less likely to get this as 

the body gets larger and less familiar with the topic. Many members if the public may 

be motivated by unreflective attitudes, stereotypes and self-interest. As Fleurbaey 

observes, Roemer’s proposal is a “dangerous tool for wanton applications of biased 
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ideologies. … It would be just too easy if hard metaphysical issues could always 

properly be decided by politicians and voters.”40 We have no reason for thinking that 

the metaphysicians would actually fare worse than the general public’s complete stab 

in the dark, and some reason for hoping that they would do better.41 In some spheres 

democracy may further luck egalitarian ends; in this one, however, it does not. 

Perhaps it would be said that the committee would itself be ideological biased, 

or even deterministically driven. The second problem obviously runs very deep. But 

we have good reasons for wanting to arrive at an informed decision, and unfortunately 

there is no way of getting to one without running this epicycling risk. I also cannot 

say that the first problem would not arise, but I think it less serious in the case of the 

committee than that of most alternatives, given the knowledge and ability of the 

members, and the time set aside for consideration and discussion of the relevant 

problems. They ought also to be less prone to being moved by self-interest.42 Short of 

randomly assigning probabilities to the two scenarios we can never be sure to have 

eradicated the threat of ideological bias. Certainly, any political philosopher who 

simply assumes her favored metaphysical theory is being anything but ideologically 

neutral. If there is a fully neutral method then luck egalitarianism is open to it; if there 

is not then the committee will suffice.  

 

V. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Cohen famously acknowledged the anxiety “that to make choice central to distributive 

justice lands political philosophy in the morass of the free will problem.” He 

“unreassuringly” replied that “we may indeed be up to our necks in the free will 

problem, but that is just tough luck. It is not a reason for not following the argument 

where it goes.”43 On one reading the implication of this appears to be that before 



 18 

responsibility-sensitive justice came along political philosophers did not have to 

worry about metaphysics.44 Such a view grants too much ground to the critic. If hard 

determinism is correct, outcome egalitarianism appears to be the obvious option for 

metaphysically-minded egalitarians. (I have noted that this scenario does not, in point 

of fact, undermine luck egalitarianism, but that would hardly be worth arguing for 

were there never to be any dispute over practical recommendations.) But for political 

philosophy to assume that this is the case is for the field to have its head in the sand. If 

libertarianism or compatibilism are true the attractions of outcome egalitarianism are 

far less obvious. Given our actual metaphysical uncertainty it is quite reasonable to 

ask how responsibility might be accommodated by a theory of equality, if only to test 

how equality of advantage fares against such a theory. If luck egalitarianism did not 

exist, it would have to be invented. For the reasons suggested above, those 

egalitarians who take metaphysics seriously should be amazed that we ever did 

without it.45 
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