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I. Introduction

Two views of social justice have been engaging philosophers' attention and sympathy over the past 

decades: luck egalitarianism and relational egalitarianism. They are usually presented as the main 

rival views on the nature of justice. I argue that, on a plausible account of what we ought to 

distribute equally, luck egalitarianism can integrate, as a matter of internal logic, one of the main 

aims of relational egalitarianism: the creation of egalitarian political relationships.

According to luck egalitarianism – a theory about the principle of distribution – 'the aim of 

justice as equality is to eliminate so far as it is possible the impact on people's lives of bad luck that 

falls on them through no fault or choice of their own'ii. On this account, justice is about the 

prevention or rectification of arbitrary inequalities, and inequalities are arbitrary to the extent to 

which they result from factors outside the responsibility of those affected. By contrast, individuals 

have no complaint of justice when they are worse off than others due to actions for which they 

could be reasonably held responsible. The second view, relational egalitarianism, is a conception 

according to which justice is not essentially about distributing individually consumable goods, but 

about creating social relationships free from exploitation, domination and exclusion. The prominent 

positive ideals of relational egalitarianism include equality of rank, status and poweriii – in short, 

equality of standing – and solidarity. This is a conception of justice advocated by philosophers like 

Iris Marion Young, Elizabeth Anderson and Samuel Scheffleriv. 

Relational egalitarianism has taken shape largely in reaction to luck egalitarian views; at its 

core lies the prima facie plausible belief that fair distributions cannot be all there is to social justice, 

and that the relational features of a society – essentially, how its members treat each other as 

citizens, either directly in personal interactions or through the mediation of social institutions – 

must make a difference to how just that society is. Yet, at least some versions of luck egalitarianism 

can accommodate the importance of relational features as a matter of just distributions, if only by 

stretching somewhat the meaning of the term 'distribution'.

To formulate the main thesis clarity, I introduce the following distinction between the metric 

and the distribuenda of justice: Any theory of justice needs a metric of justice, which refers to the 



thing the distribution of which we ought to care about in order to realise justice. In a theory of 

justice that operates with an egalitarian principle, the metric could also be called  the 'aequandum' of 

justice, i.e. the thing that we ought to promote equally in order to realise justice. In what follows I 

employ the more general term 'metric'. The familiar candidates for the metric of justice are 

resources, opportunity for welfare, access to advantage and capabilities. But individuals' welfare, 

advantage or capabilities are a function of their enjoyment of particular goods, and the overall 

resources they can possess is a sum of particular goods. I call the particular goods that are to be 

distributed the distribuenda of justice. They may include self-respect, income, wealth, and 

opportunity for desirable positions, as in Rawls' proposal, but they may also include, for instance, 

rights to health care (assuming, for instance, that health is special), or (opportunity for) 

relationships. Anderson, one of the most influential relational egalitarians, recognises a distinction 

between what I here call the metric and the distribuenda of justice when she writes: “What, then, 

separates capability theorists from resource theorists? They do not disagree over what goods the 

distribution of which is directly regulated by the state. Functionings, or states of a person, cannot be 

immediately distributed. Only the means to such states – resources – can be. For example, the state 

can provide health care, but not health directly”. On her own view, resourcists and capability 

theorists disagree about metrics but could agree on distribuendav. Here is another illustration of the 

distinction between metric and distribuenda: According to Hillel Steiner, justice requires the 

equalisation of resources (i.e. identifies resources as the metric), and this should be realised by 

redistributing natural resource value – i.e. identifies one particular resource as the distribuendumvi. 

Michael Otsuka, who also believes that we ought to redistribute money – i.e. identifies the same 

particular resource as Steiner to be the distribuendum – argues that the final aim of justice is to 

equalise wellfare – i.e. identifies welfare as the metricvii. Other welfarists with respect to the metric 

of justice may believe that distribuenda which are different, or in addition to, money, are necessary 

for equalising welfare.

Relational egalitarians do not see egalitarian political relationships as part of the 

distribuenda of justice, but as a requirement of justice distinct from distributive requirements. The 

central claim of this paper is that egalitarian political relationships can be conceptualised as one of 

the distribuenda of justiceviii (on any plausible metric), thereby showing that some of the central 

demands of relational egalitarianism can also be generated by the internal logic of luck 

egalitarianismix. Indeed, as I elaborate in the fourth section, several philosophers, some of whom are 

sympathetic to luck egalitarianism, have already argued that some kinds of (opportunities for) 

relationships ought to be amongst the distribuenda of justice.

 Depending on how  the distribuenda of justice is identified, it is possible to integrate one of 



the main aims of relational egalitarianism into a luck egalitarian theory of justice. Specifically, if we 

owe to each other a plurality of goods, then certain kinds of relationships are likely candidates for 

the distribuenda of justice. Depending on the metric of justice one endorses, these relationships can 

be seen as resources, or non-substitutable contributors to welfare or advantage, or factors co-

determining individuals' capabilities. Relationships we have with other members of our community 

obviously add to or subtract from how well our lives go. In particular, living in societies that realise 

equality of power and status and which cultivate relationships based on solidarity contributes to 

individuals' subjective and objective well-being, plausibly to a very significant degree.

A demand that relationships be (re)distributed can strike as artificial at best and absurd at 

most. Nobody can hand over equal power or solidarity to people in the same way in which one can 

hand them over money or medicine. It is easy to dispel this initial worry. First, the concept of 

distribution used here is technical: it refers to the effects that particular policies and institutions, 

which are designed by human agents, and social practices, which are influenced by individual and 

collective action, have on citizen's lives. We know that policies, institutions and social practices do 

impact on issues of status, power, and solidarity. Patterns of distribution of relational goods such as 

those discussed here already exist: Some people have more social power and higher status than 

others; some individuals – for instance middle class victims of destructive natural events – are at the 

receiving end of social solidarity more than others – for instance members of historically 

discriminated minorities. Second, while it may be true that there is nothing we, individually or 

collectively, can do to ensure equal enjoyment of, or access to, these relational goods, this is not as 

such a reason to resist considering relational goods as up for distribution: There may be nothing that 

we can do to ensure (access to) equal distribution of any good – yet this does not mean that we 

ought to give up on distributive ideals.

The paper has two aims. First, as already indicated, to show that a version of luck 

egalitarianism that includes relational goods amongst its distribuenda can, as a matter of internal 

logic, account for one of the core beliefs of relational egalitarianism. Therefore, there will be 

important extensional overlap, at the level of domestic justice,between luck egalitarianism and 

relational egalitarianismx. This is an important consideration in assessing the merits of and 

relationship between the two rival views. Second, to provide some support for including relational 

goods, including those advocated by relational egalitarianism, on the distribuenda of justice and 

therefore to put in a good word for the overall plausibility of this conception of justice. In the course 

of doing so I hope to show why relational egalitarians, too, have reason to sympathise with this 

proposal.

The next section focusses on one alleged major tension between luck egalitarianism and 



relational equality: their prescription with respect to saving the imprudent. In the third section I 

argue that the relational goods at the core of democratic equality – equality of power and status, and 

solidarity, henceforth 'democratic relational goods' of DRGs – can be conceptualised as part of the 

distribuenda of luck egalitarian justice. This is so because they make an important contribution to 

the metric of justice – whether this is identified as  resources, welfare, advantage or capability – and 

because  they cannot be replaced, or compensated for, by other goods. When abandoning the 

imprudent is incompatible with preserving DRGs luck egalitarianism will require that we save the 

imprudent. However, there may be cases when abandoning the imprudent is compatible with the 

preservation of DRGs – for instance, when the losses one incurs due to one's imprudence are 

relatively trivial. Then, not only luck egalitarians but also relational egalitarians will find no 

requirement of justice to rescue the imprudent.

The fourth section discusses the most likely objections to a luck egalitarian theory which 

includes DRGs amongst its distribuenda of justice. One objection is that these goods are impossible 

or very difficult to distribute. But it is far from clear that feasibility considerations impact on 

considerations of desirability although, of course, they do impact on prescription for immediate 

action. Moreover, we in fact can and do use policies, institutions and social practices to bring about 

a more equal distribution of relational goods, including DRGs. Most importantly, this type of 

objection cannot target my argument regarding the important extensional overlap between luck 

egalitarianism and relational equality: if the putative impossibility or extreme difficulty to distribute 

DRGs really is a fatal objection to theories of justice that require people to enjoy particular 

relationships, then it also an objection to relational equality. A second objection points to the fact 

that a pluralist distribuenda of justice which includes DRGs is unlikely to pass the test of state 

neutrality. Again, this objection will cut with equal force against my version of luck egalitarianism 

and against relational justice. I conclude that relational egalitarianism and the kind of luck 

egalitarianism that I advocate are potential allies in advancing an egalitarian agenda interested in 

living together well, as equals.

II. Luck egalitarianism   versus   democratic equality?  

In the remainder of this paper I focus on one canonical version of relational egalitarianism: 

democratic equality. According to its pioneer, Elizabeth Anderson, a core belief of democratic 

equality is that all the members of a political community are entitled to the capabilities needed to 

avoid dominating social relationships (she adopts a sufficientarian principle of distributing 

capabilities.)

Anderson identifies several points of conflict between luck egalitarianism and relational 



egalitarianismxi, but in this paper I focus on the alleged conflict concerning compensation for 

avoidable disadvantage and its practical implications. (In the fourth section I will briefly address 

another alleged difference between the two views, concerning the relationship between demands of 

justice and issues of feasibility.) If justice, as luck egalitarianism prescribes, is about eliminating 

arbitrary inequalities, then it does not concern itself with inequalities which individuals could have 

avoided – or, on the most charitable reading of the criticism, with inequalities which individuals 

could have avoided at reasonable costs to themselves. It seems to follow that an individual who gets 

herself in trouble due to reckless behaviour, which she could have easily avoided, has no claim of 

justice to help. I will occasionally use the example of a person who goes hiking in the mountains in 

flip-flops and then finds himself stranded on a rock, in need of help – as it regularly happens these 

days, at least in the Bavarian Alps. Democratic equality, in contrast, requires the saving of the 

imprudent; on Anderson's account of justice, everybody is owed what it takes for them to be 

functioning moral, economic and political individuals. The causes of need should not count, 

because abandoning the imprudent would mean a failure of solidarity; so individuals cannot forfeit 

their entitlements through irresponsible behaviour. Another important criticism that Anderson 

levelled against luck egalitarians is that they are 'too narrowly focussed on the distribution of 

divisible, privately appropriated goods, such as income or resources, or privately appropriated 

goods, such as welfare.'xii I shall explain why the two criticisms – the the luck egalitarian abandons 

the impudent and that they are exclusively interested in the distribution of privately consumable 

goods – are not independent. Once it is clear that there is no principled reason why luck egalitarians 

should be exclusively concerned with the distribution of divisible, privately appropriated or enjoyed 

goods, it will also be clear that luck egalitarianism can require the saving of the imprudent as a 

matter of internal logic.

Specifically, I reject Anderson's claim that luck egalitarianism is inimical to democratic 

equality because in some cases:

(a) it requires people to bear full responsibility for their choices 

and hence

(b) it asks us to abandon the imprudent.

Various philosophers have shown why (a) is false in many real-world situations – that is, 

situations that involve various degree of injusticexiii. When individuals who are victims of injustice 

make choices that leave them even more disadvantaged than before – or, more generally, when their 

choices cause them to need immediate help – it is obviously unjust to abandon them to their fates. 

Anderson uses some such examples – for instance, that of a worker who engages in uninsured 

dangerous work as a result of economic need. But of course, luck egalitarianism in no way endorses 



abandonment in such cases; to the contrary, it has the resources to diagnose the victims of injustice 

as holding less than their fair share in the first place and therefore having a right to compensation. 

Most luck egalitarian literature is pitched at a high level of abstraction, and aims to identify the 

requirements of justice in ideal, rather than real-world circumstances; individual choices and 

disadvantages incurred by individuals as a result of those choices occur, by assumption, against a 

background of just distributions. As such, ideal-theoretical elaborations of the demands of luck 

egalitarian justice are mostly silent on exactly what justice requires for those who suffer as a result 

of their own choices in unjust circumstances. But certainly not all choices made in unjust 

circumstances are such that individuals cannot be held responsible for their consequences. To start 

with, not all individuals are victims of injustice; some are beneficiaries of it. And second, some 

disadvantage-inducing choices are not made on pain of becoming even worse off (unlike the choice 

of the unemployed who takes up uninsured dangerous work.) In some real-world cases choices that 

generate disadvantage can be avoided, at very little cost to the chooser. These are the most 

interesting cases for testing the compatibility between the prescriptions of luck egalitarianism and 

those of democratic equality, and this is the type of case modelled by the example of the hiker in 

flip-flops.

Putting the claim (a) to one side, several philosophers have already argued that luck 

egalitarianism and democratic equality are not as divergent as generally presented with respect to 

claim (b). One usual argument is that a luck egalitarian and someone who endorses democratic 

equality need not differ significantly in the courses of action that they are likely to recommend all 

things considered, and therefore that the two conceptions of justice are extensionally compatible 

with each other. Specifically, some argue that luck egalitarians recognise values other than, and 

sometimes competing with, fair distributions, and therefore can accommodate the goals of 

democratic equalityxiv. This means that adopting luck egalitarianism will not necessarily lead to a 

recommendation that the hiker in flip-flops be abandoned; compassion, humanity or maybe 

solidarity can justify the use of necessary resources for saving him. Others, to the contrary, believe 

that relational egalitarians should adopt responsibility as a side constraint on its recommendations, 

which again will bring its recommendations closer to those of luck egalitarianismxv. This may mean, 

for example, that the rescued flip-flopped hiker should be required to bear the full cost of his rescue, 

at least if doing so will not deprive him of resources he needs in order to function as a moral, 

economic and political agent in the future. The two strategies for making the luck egalitarian's 

recommendation similar with with the recommendation of democratic equality are mutually 

compatible as far as one is sensitive to the particular condition of the rescued: Those who can afford 

to take the costs of their rescue are likely to be the same as those who are sufficiently well-off, 



materially, to function as equal members of their community.

Another strategy to bridge some of the extensional gap between luck egalitarianism and 

democratic equality (or, more generally, relational egalitarianism), is to show that the two accounts 

of justice are not incompatible with each other because honouring the principles of the latter would 

in fact require the equal distributions of certain goodsxvi. Christian Schemmel argued that the inner 

logic of democratic equality requires distributions of (material) goods that is closer to those required 

by luck egalitarianism than to the sufficiency principle that Elizabeth Anderson herself endorses. To 

realise democratic equality, Schemmel believes that we ought to set more stringent (than 

sufficientarian) limits on material inequality. The first reason for this is that inequalities are in need 

of justification in a community of equals. The second reason is that a society displaying the 

relational features advocated by Anderson (and others) cannot be realised against a background of 

significant material inequality.

 My claim is symmetrical to Schemmel's (and in no contradiction with it), on the side of luck 

egalitarianism: Luck egalitarianism will come to the rescue of the imprudent as a matter of justice, 

at least in reasonably affluent societies and in societies with low levels of imprudent behaviour. A 

version of luck egalitarianism according to which the correct distribuenda of justice includes DRGs 

is able to accommodate the recommendations of relational egalitarianism as a matter of inner logic. 

The reason is that DRGs can plausibly be seen to contribute significantly to individuals' resources, 

welfare, advantage or capabilities. Equality of status, power and solidarity are intrinsically good, 

and it is unlikely that they can be substituted by, for instance, material resources. If living in a 

society shaped by the ideal of democratic equality is, other things being equal, significantly better 

for each individual than living in a society that lacks democratic equality, then DRGs are plausible 

distribuenda of justicexvii.

My contribution to this debate is to show that even if it was correct that luck egalitarian 

justice required people to bear full responsibility for their choices (as it most likely is in at least 

some cases, even in unjust circumstances) there are reasons internal to luck egalitarianism not to 

endorse the abandonment of the imprudent, provided that DRGs are being given sufficient weight. 

If successful, this is the best kind of defence that can be offered to luck egalitarianism in the face of 

Anderson's criticism. For her complaint was not merely that a luck egalitarian cannot recommend 

the saving of the imprudent, but that luck egalitarianism cannot acknowledge the requirement of 

saving the imprudent as a  requirement of justicexviii. I claim it can, although not as a duty of justice 

owed to the imprudent himself, but as a claim of justice owed to the other members of the political 

community.

Anderson's criticism that luck egalitarians focus on privately consumable goods does not cut 



with equal force against all kinds of luck egalitarians, who can differ amongst themselves with 

respect to what makes people's lives go well. Welfare or advantage, for instance, although indeed 

privately enjoyed, are determined in part by the relationships they have with others, including 

political relationships they have with co-citizens. As I indicate in the fourth section, Anderson's 

criticism targets well those versions of distributional views which, in the interest of preserving state 

neutrality, insist on a monistic (and morally neutral) view of the distribuenda. 

The luck egalitarian demand identifies a principle of distribution; by itself, it does not 

generate a complete theory of justice. As a principle of distribution it is not as such committed to 

any particular metric of justice; rather, a metric of justice must be supplemented in order to generate 

a more determinate demand of justice. As such, luck egalitarianism is also not committed to 

particular distribuenda. It is compatible with a variety of beliefs about which goods should be 

distributed (wealth and income? fresh air? friends? beauty? jokes? the social basis of self-respect? 

solidarity?) although the choice of a particular metric is likely to exclude some kinds of 

distribuenda.

But irrespective of the metric of justice she endorses, if a luck egalitarian believes that the 

types of relevant resources, or the determinants of welfare, advantage or capability are necessarily 

plural, then a variety of distribuenda are likely to be part of that particular theory of justice. For a 

particular good to be among the distribuenda, it should be impossible to compensate for its absence. 

In addition, that good should not be obtainable in exchange for other goods; this may be so because 

they their creation requires coordinated, collective action. DRGs are such goods – a point to which I 

return in the next section. There is nothing inherent to luck egalitarianism that excludes a pluralistic 

conception of the distribuenda of justice. Adopting luck egalitarianism as a principle of distribution 

is compatible with the belief that DRGs are as relevant distribuenda as individually consumable 

goods.

 

III. Democratic relational goods as part of the   distribuenda   of justice  

Due to the non-excludable nature of DRGs, a version of luck egalitarianism that includes them 

amongst its distribuenda requires the rescuing of the imprudent as a matter of justice. I propose and 

discuss the following argument:

1. Justice requires the enjoyment of DRGs – that is, of equality of status, power and solidarity.

2. If a DRG is enjoyed, everyone must enjoy it. 

3. So, justice requires that the imprudent enjoy DRGs.

4. If the imprudent is abandoned, she will not enjoy DRGs.

5. Therefore, justice requires that the imprudent not be abandoned.



(1) is true only if DRGs make a significant contribution to how well individuals' lives go 

(whether in terms of resources, welfare, advantage or capabilities) such that individuals cannot be 

adequately compensated for their absence. Many people find this claim plausible: other things 

equal, it is (much) better to live in a society which does not marginalise, dominate and exploit its 

citizens, and which does not fail to show them equal solidarityxix. Two considerations can be 

advanced in favour of this conjecture. First, some evidence indicates that DRGs are instrumentally 

valuable to all citizens. Living in societies that are materially very unequal negatively affects 

everybody, in part because large material inequalities generate hierarchical social relationships of 

dominance and subordinationxx. When social relationships are driven by status competition, and 

when social cohesion is thereby eroded, even the lives of individuals who are materially better off 

may worsen.

Second, DRGs are likely to have moral, and therefore intrinsic, value. It may be in itself bad 

to live in a hierarchical society devoid of solidarity. This applies in obvious ways to those who are 

dominated, oppressed or left out of solidaristic relationships, But, again, it also applies to the 

members of groups who have superior standing by making it difficult or costly to, for instance, 

show solidarity with everybody. If I live in a society who as a matter of policy saves the imprudent, 

my contribution to upholding solidarity comes relatively easy: mostly I need to pay my taxes. By 

contrast, it may be very difficult, if at all possible, to privately show solidarity with all victims of 

misfortune: there only that much I can do to, for example, organise with other private individuals in 

order to run rescue services, soup kitchens or accommodation of the homeless. If democratic 

relational goods have moral value, then it is intrinsically better for the prudent (as well as for the 

non-prudent) to live in societies that realise these values. This claim is less ambitious than the 

Socratic  belief that a morally objectionable life cannot be a good life. The latter is an all things 

considered claim. Perhaps on the whole one's life can go well even if that life is not beyond 

blemish. But, other things equal, it is plausible that one's life will go better if it is morally good, and 

spared of morally difficult choices.

The argument I propose will be more compelling if DRGs cannot be substituted; in this case, 

the most plausible version of luck egalitarianism will be concerned with making them directly 

available to individuals. At the very least, it is clear that democratic relational goods cannot be 

substituted by money or other private consumption goods. Relationships cannot in general be 

bought, unlike particular services that can be provided within relationships; their creation takes the 

active and mutual involvement of the parties to the relationship. And, in the case of social and 

political relationships, like those made possible by the DRGs, collective action is needed for their 

realisation. It is hard to see how inclusiveness, non-exploitation or solidarity could exist in the 



absence of any institutional set-up that can uphold them; the next section provides a few examples 

of political action that can distribute democratic relational goods more fairly.

Moving on to (2), it is precisely the collective nature of the DRGs that creates a possible 

difficulty for a luck egalitarian theory of justice that demands the provision of both individually 

enjoyable goods and of DRGs. DRGs are non-excludable: Individuals cannot be effectively 

prevented from enjoying them. Note that the DRGs are not power, status and solidarity, but equality 

of power, of status and of solidarity. It may be possible to distribute power, status and solidarity 

according to a responsibility-sensitive egalitarian principle, such that unequally responsible 

individuals will end up with different shares. But such a distribution would not result in the non-

dominating, inclusive and solidaristic social world appraised by relational egalitarians. Instead, it is 

equality of power, status and solidarity that carry the full instrumental, and the intrinsic value 

discussed above. It is true that a society can delegate only some of its individuals to a position of 

lower standing, and it can show solidarity to some, but not to others. Such a society fails to achieve 

equality of status, power and solidarity: As long as some individuals are having lower standing and 

are left out of solidarity relationships, everybody else is deprived of the good of equality of status, 

power and solidarity since the more privileged individuals are failing – to different degrees and 

bearing different levels of moral responsibility – to relate as equals with individuals from the 

unprivileged group(s).

DRGs are also non-rivalrous: When they are enjoyed by one individual their availability to 

others is not thereby reduced, although of course their realisation for more individuals, especially if 

they behave irresponsibly, may put pressure on material resources. (I return to the latter fact below.) 

The non-excludable nature of DRGs means it is impossible to provide them only to some members 

of the society but not to others. Hence, their distribution must follow a responsibility-insensitive 

luck egalitarian principle: if they exist at all, they must be equally enjoyed by all. It is an open 

question whether luck egalitarians have any pro tanto reason to regret that their distribution is not 

sensitive to individual choices, including reckless choices. At least some egalitarians have argued 

that only arbitrary inequalities are in need of justification, while arbitrary equalities are always 

welcome. For instance, Sholmi Segall has argued that luck egalitarians could only object to 

arbitrary equalities if choice, rather than equality, was their fundamental value; this would make 

luck egalitarianism, primarily, a theory about desert rather than about equalityxxi. The claim that luck 

egalitarianism ought not to see arbitrary equalities as be problematic is, I contend, particularly 

convincing in the case of non-rivalrous goods.

But other goods that are likely distribuenda of a luck egalitarian agenda, such as income or 

rights to medical care or rescue services, are rivalrous and excludable. The following question 



arises: suppose some individuals incur disadvantages due to choices for which they can be held 

responsible, like in the case of the hiker in flip-flops. And suppose that, in order to restore them to a 

threshold of sufficiency, in this case to save the hiker, it is necessary to use rivalrous and excludable 

resources. Ought the luck egalitarian compensate him – that is, divest resources to come to his 

rescue – as  a matter of justice? A reason to think so is that failure to provide such compensation can 

undermine the DRGs that the luck egalitarians also ought to provide as a matter of justice.

It seems that there are two possibilities in this case, and I will show that in both of them the 

luck egalitarian prescription of justice will coincide with the prescription of democratic theory. 

Either DRGs can be preserved without compensation for avoidable disadvantage, or DRGs cannot 

be preserved without compensation for avoidable disadvantage. In our example, failing to save the 

reckless hiker – or, rather, failing to have in place policies that rescue people who recklessly 

endanger themselves – is likely to display a lack of solidarity with those in need. If all members of 

society are owed social institutions that uphold solidarity – and the point extends to other DRGs – 

then all members of society will be in one way negatively affected by a principled refusal to save 

the reckless hiker. But, by assumption, the predicament in which the hiker in flip-flops finds himself 

is in no way the responsibility of other individuals. Therefore, to the extent to which a principled 

refusal to save him will erode the good of equality of solidarity, the negative consequences will fall 

on all members of the society. When DRGs cannot be preserved without compensation for 

avoidable disadvantage, luck egalitarianism is compatible with democratic equality because it will 

recommend the compensation for avoidable disadvantage, on pain of unfairly depriving of the 

goods of democratic equality those individuals who are not responsible for the choices of the 

imprudent.

DRGs can be preserved without compensating individuals for some avoidable disadvantages 

– such as badly chosen holidays – but not without compensating individuals for other avoidable 

disadvantages – like those deriving from recklessly putting oneself at risk of serious harm. Not only 

democratic egalitarians, but also some luck egalitarians will see this as a requirement of justice and 

will not allow recklessness – or, more generally, choice – to play a role in whether some become 

marginalised, dominated or exploited.

(3) follows directly from (1) and (2), (4) is true by assumption and (5) follows from (3) and 

(4).

The major difference between the two views of justice lies in the ultimate recipient of the 

duty of justice to protect DRGs. On the luck egalitarian view the duty is owed to the prudent 

members of the society, who would be negatively affected should some individuals be allowed to 

put themselves in exploited, dominated or marginalised positions. By dint of their allegiance to the 



value of responsible choice, the luck egalitarian must acknowledge that individuals who voluntarily 

risk their standing as equals – at least in cases of choice that do not result from previous injustice – 

thereby forfeit a claim of justice to DRGs. In contrast, the democratic egalitarian may want to say 

that the duty is owed to all members of the society, including the (potentially) imprudent.

Suppose, however, that the correct interpretation of luck egalitarianism deems equalities in 

the presence of unequal levels of personal responsibility unfairxxii (which, as I noted above, is itself 

a contentious position.) Then, luck egalitarianism will deem prima facie unfair the rescuing of the 

imprudent because this makes the imprudent as safe as the prudent with respect to the holding of the 

distribuenda of justice. In this case it may still be possible that this prima facie unfairness towards 

the prudent is less weighty than an even greater unfairness, also  towards the prudent, involved in a 

failure to rescue the imprudent. If the failure to rescue the imprudent erodes DRGs, then both the 

prudent and the imprudent are going to end up equally worse off with respect to DRGs: they will 

both be deprived of the good of solidarity, for instance. And this would also be an unfair equality, 

for the same reason for which the equality resulting from indefinitely rescuing the imprudent would 

be unfair.

The difference between luck egalitarianism and democratic egalitarianism with respect to 

the possibility to forfeit claims of justice to DRGs can, when material resources are scarce, and 

depending on the weight given to DRGs, result in practical differences. The cost of creating and 

maintaining DRGs will depend on two factors. First, on the extent to which individuals are willing 

to uphold democratic equality in their interactions with others; the fewer attempts to exploit, 

dominate or marginalise, the less need to police individual interactions and thus the cheaper the 

provision of DRGs. 'The second factor is the extent to which individuals will avoid to imprudently 

endanger themselves in ways that makes them eligible to rescuing for the sake of preserving DRGs. 

If a large number of individuals systematically go hiking in the Alps in flip-flops, policies 

mandating their rescue will represent a serious strain on common material resources (as well as put 

rescuers at significant risk). If indefinitely saving large numbers of imprudent members of the 

society jeopardises the provision of other (than democratic relational) goods to the prudent, the 

balance of reasons may change: The unfairness towards the prudent generated by the indefinite 

rescuing of the imprudent may out-weight unfairness towards the prudent generated by the sacrifice 

of DRGs. The same situation may arise in societies with very scarce material resources even when 

the number of imprudent individuals is low. That is, indefinitely rescuing the imprudent may 

involve a high level of unfairness towards the prudent. In such cases, since on the luck egalitarian 

account the imprudent lacks a claim of justice to be saved, the luck egalitarianism considered here 

will not mandate the rescue as a matter of justice. In case of extreme scarcity, however, it is not 



clear that the democratic egalitarian either should favour the indefinite rescuing of the imprudent 

over rival policy goals – such as, say, the treatment of diseases the contraction of which is outside 

individuals' responsibility. 

To conclude, at least in reasonably affluent societies with relatively ow levels of imprudent 

behaviour, the demands of justice issued by democratic equality do not conflict with the demands of 

justice issued by the luck egalitarianism, provided that DRGs are included on the distribuenda of 

justice and that given sufficient weight. Therefore, at the domestic level the same requirements of 

justice prescribed by democratic equality flow from a version of luck egalitarianism which includes 

DRGs among the distribuenda of justice. Disagreement between luck egalitarians and defenders of 

democratic equality will nevertheless persist concerning the justification of action that they 

recommend.

IV. Objections

The luck egalitarians' choice of the distribuenda of justice is one key to their debate with relational 

egalitarians; depending on this choice, the two views may generate identical recommendations of 

justice at the domestic level. Yet, some will resist the suggestion that luck egalitarianism can 

incorporate a concern with the distribution of DRGs, by claiming:

i. that it makes no sense to speak about a distribution of relational goods – including DRGs – 

because relational goods, in general, unlike non-relational goods, they cannot be distributed;

and

ii. that a theory of justice that sets out to distribute relational goods of the kind discussed in this 

article is incompatible with state neutrality and therefore with political liberalism.

I shall discuss these objections in turn. I think the first can be easily dispelled, both by considering 

the role that feasibility constraints should have on defining ideals of justice and by indicating that 

such distributions are in fact possible, at least to some extent. The second objection, on the other 

hand, is probably correct, and indicates that the more important disagreement in contemporary 

thinking about social justice may be between those who do and those who do not endorse full state 

neutrality.

Before addressing each objection let me note that, if successful, they speak – for the same 

reasons and hence with equal force – against a form of luck egalitarianism that aims to distribute 

DRGs and against democratic equality. This shows that, whatever merits one thinks these objections 

have, they signal deep similarities between these two views of justice – similarities in spirit, if not 

in the conceptual tools which they use.

The first answer to the objection (i) is that matters of feasibility do not impact on the 



desirability of an ideal of justice, although they do of course impact on issues of implementationxxiii. 

This is a disputed position, with the details of which I will not engage here. But if the infeasibility 

of an ideal of justice impacts on its desirability, then democratic equality too, is vulnerable to the 

first objectionxxiv. (And so are most theories of justice, including the forms of luck egalitarianism 

that are committed to liberal neutrality and that, I argue, represent the real rival view of justice to 

both the version of luck egalitarianism I describe and democratic equality.) According to Anderson, 

relational egalitarianism disagrees with luck egalitarianism on this matter. She thinks that relational 

egalitarianism is committed to the view that justice cannot require what is infeasible. Yet, if this was 

true it would spell serious trouble for the relational egalitarian. This is because Anderson also 

believes that group stigmas and stereotypes, as well as de facto group segregation, undermine 

democratic equality. She recognises that stigma and stereotype are perpetuated by 'discrimination in 

contact' – that is, in face to face interaction between individuals. For instance, she notes that often 

the problem of people stigmatised due to their group identity 'isn't that they can't talk, but that 

people aren't listening or taking them seriously.'xxv A growing body of research indicates that 

attitudes that are likely to fuel gender and racial stigma and stereotype are in part generated by 

implicit bias. Implicit bias refers to attitudes and beliefs that individual hold unconsciously; they 

often diverge from their conscious attitudes and beliefs. Importantly, we do not seem to have any 

direct control over the effects of our implicit biasesxxvi. We know that some measures are effective 

checks on implicit bias – and, indeed, Anderson herself advocates affirmative action as a means of 

fighting stigma, stereotype and discrimination. However, there is no reason to believe that we can 

eradicate them fully. A relational egalitarian who believes that justice cannot require what is 

infeasible will have to say that the inequalities of status caused by implicit biases that we cannot 

keep in check are not unjust. This, however, seems to betray the core commitment of relational 

egalitarianism.

While it is true that we cannot fully control the extent to which individuals enjoy 

relationships goods, there is much we can do to this effect. Recently, several political philosophers 

started to pay particular attention to the distribution of relational goods. Some of these goods fall on 

the private side of the private/public dividexxvii, but others can be placed, sometimes squarely, in the 

public domain. Fortunately, it is possible to show that we collectively can, in fact, distribute DRGs 

in generalxxviii. More equal distributions of wealth and income, as well as of economic and social 

rights are likely to go a long way towards creating a society whose members stand in relationships 

of equality to each others. But there are certainly many other, additional reforms that can advance 

the same goal. Providing DRGs means that individuals must be protected from the dangers of being 

marginalised, exploited or dominated. Examples include policies to rescue the victims of reckless 



hiking or extreme sports; legislation regulating work, such that individuals who lose their jobs of 

their own faults do not thereby become destitute or socially marginalised; and provision of adequate 

housing such that nobody is homeless against their will. To promote equality of status we could 

eliminate (especially early) school selection based on merit and de-emphasising quantitative 

evaluation of pupils and exams. To promote equality of power and inclusion we can, for instance, 

plan towns having in mind the goal of racial integration or introduce workplace democracy. Given 

that we can, to a large extent, control the distribution of non-quantifiable goods through the design 

of social institutions, feasibility constraints is not a good reason to limit the scope of distributions 

required by luck egalitarianism to quantifiable goods.

The second, more difficult, objection is that, in many cases, shaping policies and institutions 

in order to realise DRGs is incompatible with state neutrality. The reason is that DRGs will not 

figure in the comprehensive conception of all reasonable citizens. Nor are all these goods necessary 

in order to ensure that citizens develop and preserve their moral powers – that is, that they develop 

and preserve the ability to form, revise and act on their conceptions of the good.

A possible way of answering this objection is that neutral states can mandate political 

interventions that in fact advance (elements of) particular conceptions of the good if, and to the 

extent to which, this is necessary for the protection of the moral powers of its citizens. Self-respect 

may be necessary to the development of moral powers, and it is plausible that individuals' self-

respect is eroded by social hierarchy, especially by domination and exclusion. At the very least, 

dominating social relationships are likely to affect at least the self-respect of children who belong to 

the dominated group.xxix  Further, it is not hard to imagine that social exclusion can erode the self-

respect of both the children and the adults who belong to the excluded group. But it is harder to 

make a case that adult, freely chosen relationships of dominance and exploitation, or a lack of social 

solidarity, are incompatible with self-respect. In any case, the burden of the proof seems to be on the 

side of those arguing for interventions meant to eliminate domination and exploitation and cultivate 

solidarity. Luck egalitarians interested in the distribution of DRGs may have to bite the bullet of 

mild perfectionism.

 

V. Conclusions

I have argued that, on matters of domestic justice, there is necessary and significant, 

extensional overlap between relational egalitarianism and luck egalitarianism, because the latter can 

put DRGs on the distributive agenda.

A significant difference between a luck egalitarian mindful of DRGs and an advocate of 

democratic equality is that the former, but not the latter, must believe that people can, through 



choices for which they are responsible, forfeit a claim of justice to the goods to be distributed in the 

name of justice. This however will not impact, in normal circumstances, on the imprudent's access 

to DRGs, because realising (at least some of) them requires saving the imprudent; and prudent 

members of the society have done nothing to forfeit their claims to the distribuenda of justice.

In a recent paper, Jonathan Wolff reminds us that traditional accounts of egalitarianism have 

been as much concerned with distributions of resources as with what it means to live together as 

equalsxxx. Material equality, on these views, was considered desirable as a means to ends that were 

considered different from, and more important than, material equality. Thus, the project of earlier 

egalitarians included material redistribution with the aim of living together, as equals, in a good 

society. Contemporary relational egalitarianism is very close to this spirit,echoed for instance in 

Scheffler's claim that 'an egalitarian society helps to promote the flourishing of its citizens . . . [and] 

to live in society as an equal is a good thing in its own right.xxxi' For a luck egalitarian it is plausible 

that how good a society is not independent from how just it is. Therefore, luck egalitarians can 

share in the spirit of democratic equality. As I acknowledge in the previous section, it may be 

impossible to fully reconcile the striving for a good society in which we relate to each other as 

equals, and in which we enjoy equal access to various forms of advantage, with the aspiration for 

liberal neutrality: any conception of the good life that is comprehensive enough to identify all the 

DRGs as forms of advantage will be likely to be rejected by some reasonable members of the 

society. It is not this article's aspiration to convince anyone that this is a price worth paying; rather, I 

hope to have shown that relational egalitarianism and a certain version of luck egalitarianism can be 

allays, rather than foes, in this particular debate.
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