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I. Choice-Sensitive Egalitarianism 

 

Choice-sensitive egalitarianism is a family of views according to which the reasons we 

have to bring about an egalitarian distribution of some currency of value are weakened 

(strengthened) to the degree that one’s condition is a consequence of choice (circumstance) 

and, if a consequence of choice, weakened (strengthened) to the degree that one’s condition 

is an appropriate (inappropriate) consequence of that choice.1 Choice-sensitive egalitarian 

principles fall somewhere between what Robert Nozick calls “current time-slice” and 

“historical” principles of distributive justice in that it matters both “who ends up with what” 

– the egalitarian component – and “how the distribution came about” – the choice-sensitive 

component.2 This description is intentionally underspecified; choice-sensitive 

egalitarianism is an approach to distributive justice, not a determinate principle.  

 

                                                 
1 A myriad of other labels have been used to describe this family of choice-sensitive views, including 

“responsibility-sensitive egalitarianism” and “luck egalitarianism.” I use “choice-sensitive” because it is the 

most generalizable of the familiar terms. I specifically eschew “responsibility-sensitive egalitarianism” 

because it appeals to a particular justification that these egalitarians need not endorse and “luck 

egalitarianism” because it is too associated with the specific views of particular philosophers to 

accommodate the range of compatible principles. 
2 Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974), 154. 



My goal in this paper is to describe the structure of choice-sensitive egalitarianism.3 Any 

determinate choice-sensitive egalitarian principle, I show, must be specified along two 

egalitarian and two choice-sensitive dimensions, that is, must answer two egalitarian and 

two choice-sensitive questions. Specifically, a fully-specified principle requires answering 

four questions about egalitarianism and choice-sensitivity: Equality or priority? Equality 

of what? Where to draw the line between choice and circumstance? And, to what 

consequences of choices must distributions be sensitive? As I proceed, it should become 

clear how the many variants of choice-sensitive egalitarianism, including resource 

egalitarian, luck egalitarian, luck prioritarian, capabilitarian and certain left-libertarian 

principles, emerge by answering these questions in different ways. 

 

Without this common structure in hand, some prominent debates in the literature seem to 

have become unhelpfully complex, leaving proponents of alternative principles to argue 

past one another. The disagreement between G.A. Cohen and Ronald Dworkin over 

expensive tastes, for example, crosses both dimensions of choice-sensitive variation: the 

cut between choice and circumstance (and within this dimensions both parts of the 

question: “quality” and “type”), as well as the appropriate consequences of choice. By 

clarifying these sorts of debates we can more accurately identify specific points of 

disagreement. I suspect that when this is done we will discover far wider agreement (and 

more limited differentiation) between alternative principles than it may currently appear. 

                                                 
3 Parts of this paper are influenced by Richard Arneson’s deconstruction of luck egalitarianism in Richard 

Arneson, "Luck Egalitarianism--A Primer," in Carl Knight and Zofia Stemplowska, eds., Responsibility 

and Distributive Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 24-50 and Serena Olsaretti’s description 

of the assumptions made by luck egalitarians in Serena Olsaretti, “Responsibility and the Consequences of 

Choice,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 109, no. 1pt2 (August 2009): 165-188. 



 

In order to discuss choice-sensitive egalitarianism at this abstract level, I introduce new 

language to describe ideas that should be familiar to the reader. My use of “quality choice” 

to describe the sorts of choices that are morally-relevant to distributions is the most obvious 

example. I acknowledge that this may lead to some confusion, but believe it is necessary 

in order to avoid the use of terms that have been given very specific meaning in the 

literature. Importantly, the introduction of these new terms is not meant as a rejection of 

the existing ones. “Quality choice” is not an alternative to Dworkin’s “authentic choice” or 

to the “responsible choice,” “free choice,” “autonomous choice” and “voluntary choice” 

used somewhat interchangeably by luck egalitarians. Rather, these are best understood as 

competing conceptions of the overarching concept of a quality choice. I take no position 

on which is specification, along any of the dimensions of variation, is correct. 

 

Egalitarianism 

Egalitarianism is itself a broad philosophical tradition not easily defined or characterized. 

The choice-sensitive egalitarian principles with which I am concerned, though, are part of 

a subset of egalitarianism concerned with what might be called “distributive fairness.” 

According to these distributive egalitarian views, at least part of what justice requires is 

that distributable goods be arranged in such a way as to achieve a fair distribution of some 

currency of value.4 Egalitarian principles of distributive fairness vary along two 

                                                 
4 Distributive egalitarianism is often contrasted with relational egalitarianism, which is concerned primary 

with relative social and political status. Relational egalitarianism may have distributive implications; that is, 

particular distributional patterns may be instrumental to the social-political requirements of justice. But 

distributions are not intrinsic to the requirements of relational egalitarian justice. Distributive and relational 

egalitarian principles need not be mutually exclusive, though they are often presented as alternative 

interpretations of egalitarianism. 



dimensions, captured by the familiar questions of “equality or priority?” and “equality of 

what?”5 These are well-trodden debates, so I will only briefly describe them here. The first 

dimension specifies the shape or pattern of a just – because fair – distribution. On the 

traditional view, egalitarianism requires that people have equal amounts (of currency). 

Recently this view has been criticized for confusing a concern with people being worse off 

(in an absolute sense) for a concern with people being worse off than others (that is, in a 

relative sense).6 On the alternative “prioritarian” view, there is moral value in each person 

being well off, tout court, and so a just distribution is one that strikes some principled 

balance between maximizing how well off people are overall and maximizing how well 

off those with less are.7 The second dimension along which egalitarian views diverge is the 

currency of egalitarian justice: the interpersonal metric along which we measure whether 

people are better or worse off in a way that is relevant to justice. Here, resources, 

capabilities and welfare are offered as alternatives currencies, though some accounts 

attempt to amalgamate these.8 

 

 

                                                 
5 The first question was posed by Derek Parfit in his 1991 Lindley Lecture on “Equality or Priority,” which 

was inspired by Thomas Nagel’s 1977 Tanner Lecture on “Equality.” The second question was posed by 

Amartya Sen in his 1979 Tanner Lecture on “Equality of What?” 
6 The classic statement is Derek Parfit’s 1991 Lindley Lecture on “Equality or Priority.” For an explicitly 

choice-sensitive version, see Richard Arneson, “Luck Egalitarianism and Prioritarianism,” Ethics 110, No. 

2 (January, 2000).  
7 Prioritarians believe both that: 1) the moral value (disvalue) of being made better (worse) off increases the 

worse off someone is; and 2) the moral value (disvalue) of being made better (worse) off increases the 

greater the size of the gain (loss). Thus, in order to define a just distribution, prioritarians must specify the 

relative weight of more benefits as compared to benefiting the worse off (Parfit, “Equality or Priority?,” 

101). At one extreme, a just distribution will simply maximize the amount of currency overall; at the other 

extreme a prioritarian-just distribution will resemble the shape of a maximin distribution. 
8 Cohen’s “advantage” is an attempt to combine multiple currencies (G.A. Cohen, “On the Currency of 

Egalitarian Justice,” Ethics 99, no. 4 (July 1989), 906-944.  



Choice-Sensitivity 

Choice-sensitivity is the belief that the obligations and entitlements of justice depend, at 

least to a degree, on the choices people make but not the circumstances they face, where 

circumstance is defined as the inverse of choice. This is a two-part idea about justice – that 

it is both sensitive to choice and insensitive to circumstance – that rests on some moral 

distinction between choice and circumstance.9 That is, there is something about choice 

(circumstance) that makes it alone a morally-relevant (-arbitrary) determinant of people’s 

just entitlements and obligations. There are three common egalitarian justifications for 

choice-sensitivity: preference, responsibility and desert. So, if the egalitarian reasons we 

have to make people better or worse off are weakened to the degree that their condition is 

an appropriate consequence of choice, this could be because choice (1) reflects preference, 

(2) grounds responsibility or (3) grounds moral desert and our reasons to make people 

better or worse off are weakened if they prefer, are responsible for, or deserve the existing 

distribution.10 We might think it not unjust that some are badly off if they prefer, are 

responsible for, or deserve their distributive share. All three justifications can be found in 

the literature.11 G.A. Cohen, Richard Arneson and John Roemer’s initial articulations of 

                                                 
9 These two claims are logically independent: one could hold a consistent view of justice as choice- and 

circumstance-insensitive (strict outcome egalitarianism) or choice- and circumstance-sensitive (arguably 

libertarianism) or choice-insensitive, circumstance-sensitive (maybe a caste system). 
10 Though, in most egalitarian accounts, choice is the morally-relevant feature of the person that reflects 

preferences or grounds responsibility or desert, this move is by no means necessary. Our particular theory 

of preferences or responsibility or desert may point us to some other morally-relevant feature. We may 

think that you prefer or are responsible for or morally deserving of something if you will it even if you did 

not choose it; or that you are morally deserving in virtue of the kind of person that you are or the value you 

produces for society and not (only) the choices you make. I use the choice specification to simplify an 

already complex discussion, because it is common in the literature and because “morally-relevant-feature-

of-the-person-sensitive egalitarianism” doesn’t roll off the tongue, but my arguments are for the most part 

generalizable to other specifications by replacing “choice” with “will” or “value-add” or whatever the 

morally-relevant feature of the person” might be. 
11 Some philosophers have attempted to define choice-sensitive egalitarian principles without appeal to one 

or another justification. For example, Cohen’s most recent articulation of his luck egalitarianism references 

all three potential justifications: “An unequal distribution whose inequality cannot be vindicated by some 



what is now referred to as luck egalitarianism appeal to considerations of individual 

responsibility. Whether for principled reasons or because, as Cohen famously notes, 

responsibility is “the most powerful idea in the arsenal of the anti-egalitarian right,” the 

responsibility justification is generally assumed to underlie choice-sensitive egalitarianism 

and is the target of many of the critiques leveled against it.12 Other justifications, though, 

are available. Preference appears to be the justification motivating Ronald Dworkin, at least 

in his “What is Equality” articles, and is explicitly offered as justification for choice-

sensitivity in Marc Fleurbaey’s “equality of autonomy.”13 Though it may appear odd to 

suggest that people would prefer a non-egalitarian distribution, it makes sense if we 

consider that people have differential preferences for work-leisure balance, the distribution 

of currency over time or risk.14 Recently, moral desert has also been offered as an 

alternative justification for choice-sensitivity in response to critiques of the responsibility 

view.15  

                                                 
choice or fault or desert on the part of (some of) the relevant affected agents is unfair, and therefore, pro-

tanto, unjust.”(G.A. Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2009), 7). This approach is flawed, I believe, for our particular justification bears directly on how we specify 

the choices and consequences appropriately associated with choice-sensitivity. For example, the choices on 

which we base people’s moral desert may differ from those for which we appropriately attribute responsibility 

or that we think reflect real preferences.  
12 Cohen, “On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice,” 933. 
13 Consider Dworkin’s “envy-free” criteria (Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, chapter 2). It is only in later 

articulations that Dworkin invokes the idea of responsibility. Though he makes one reference to 

responsibility in “The Place of Liberty” (Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 122), it is not until the intro of 

Sovereign Virtue and his response to Sen and Cohen, “Equality and Capability,” that Dworkin appears to 

shift to a grounding of equality of resources in the idea of choice grounding responsibility (see Dworkin, 

Sovereign Virtue, 1-7, 287-290. 
14 So, for example, a surfer may prefer the inequality between herself and a banker rather than make the 

choices required for an equal distribution because of 1) her work-leisure balance preferences (she prefers 

fewer units of currency but a leisure-heavy life balance to the banker’s larger distributive share but work-

heavy life balance); 2) her preferences for distribution over time (she prefers to “seize the day” to get 2 

units now and 2 units later rather than make the bankers “investment in the future” to get 1 unit now and 4 

later); or 3) her risk preferences (she prefers her guaranteed pay-off to the entrepreneur’s risky, higher 

expected-value pay-off). 
15 Richard Arneson, “Egalitarianism and the Undeserving Poor,” Journal of Political Philosophy 5, no. 4 

(December 1997), 327-350; Peter Vallentyne, “Brute Luck Equality and Desert,” in Serena Olsaretti, ed. 



 

Choice-sensitive views vary across two dimensions: the relevant cut between choice and 

circumstance and the consequences of choices to which distributions must be sensitive.16 

Choice-sensitivity does not require that any choice a person makes is a morally-relevant 

determinant of her just distributive share. We can imagine (at least extreme) cases in which 

the choices people make do not reasonably reflect their preferences or ground assessments 

of responsibility or desert. The question of the cut between choice and circumstance is 

where, within choice, we draw the line between those choices that are morally-relevant to 

the just-ness of distributions and those that are better thought of as circumstance. This 

question has two sub-dimensions: we must draw a line between choice and circumstance 

at some specified “quality” of the choice and at some specified “type” of choice. In other 

words, we might think that a choice should be considered an element of circumstance if it 

is not of sufficient quality or if it is not the right type of choice.  

 

We would not generally consider a choice made under hypnosis or at gunpoint to be 

morally-relevant in a way that would justify the resulting distributive outcomes. Though 

the person does in fact make a choice about what to do, something about the process 

through which she chooses (in the case of hypnosis) or the opportunity set from which she 

                                                 
Desert and Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 169-186; Serena Olsaretti, Liberty, Desert and 

the Market: A Philosophical Study (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Richard Arneson, 

“Desert and Equality,” in Nils Holtug and Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen, eds. Egalitarianism: New Essays on 

the Nature and Value of Equality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 262-293; Larry Temkin, 

“Justice, Equality, Fairness, Desert, Rights, Free Will, Responsibility, and Luck,” in Carl Knight and Zofia 

Stemplowska, eds. Responsibility and Distributive Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 51-76; 

Carl Knight, “Responsibility, Desert, and Justice,” in Carl Knight and Zofia Stemplowska, eds. 

Responsibility and Distributive Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 152-173. 
16 Olsaretti refers to the first dimension as the “grounds of responsibility” and the second as the “principle 

of stakes.” See Olsaretti, “Responsibility and the Consequences of Choice.” 



chooses (in the case of coercion) seems to undermine the “quality” of her choice. We make 

choices about how to act in pursuit of preferences and so the process and opportunity-set 

requirements of quality choice regulate not only the choices we make but also the 

preferences on which these choices are based.17 Quality preferences form in an appropriate 

way (process) and within an appropriate opportunity context (opportunity set); quality 

choices appropriately reflect these quality preferences (process) given an appropriate set 

of options from which to choose (opportunity set).18 Certain breakdowns prevent the 

development of quality preferences: indoctrination, for example, may cause preferences to 

form in an inappropriate way; poverty might inappropriately restrict the opportunity set in 

which preferences are formed. I refer to preferences formed in these or similarly 

inappropriate processes or contexts as “non-quality preferences.” Even when people hold 

quality preferences, other breakdowns may cause choices to fail to meet the quality 

requirements: hypnosis may cause choices to not appropriately reflect our quality 

preferences; coercion may inappropriately restrict the set of options from which we choose. 

What exactly is required of the preference-formation and choice-making process and 

                                                 
17 Consider Dworkin’s formulation: “The true cost to others of one person’s having some resource or 

opportunity can be discovered only when people’s ambitions and convictions are authentic” – quality 

preferences – “and their choices and decisions reasonably well tailored to those ambitions and convictions” 

– quality choice (Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 122). 
18 It has been suggested that “endogenous preference formation” or “adaptive preferences” are inherent 

problems for quality choice. On this view, preferences formed under circumstance-produced conditions of 

constrained opportunity cannot ground the kinds of choices that may justly produce inequalities (see for 

example John Roemer, Theories of Distributive Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, ch. 8.) 

But, we inevitably exist within a context over which we exercise limited control and that shapes the 

preferences we form and choices we make. As David Zimmerman notes, “It is a fact of life that all of us 

begin life as heteronomous little creatures burdened with certain unwilled deliverances of nature and early 

nurture” (David Zimmerman, “That Was Then, This is Now: Personal History vs. Psychological Structure 

in Compatibilist Theories of Autonomous Agency,” Nous 37, no. 4 (2003): 655). If quality preferences are 

even possible there must be a way for preferences to appropriately form within this constrained context. 

Rather than any opportunity-set constraints, I suspect that the problem of endogenous preference formation 

or adaptive preferences is about inappropriate constraints on the opportunity sets people face when 

forming preferences. 



context – that is, how we fill out “appropriate” in the description above – may be specified 

in different ways. For example, “autonomous” or “free” or “voluntary” choice used by 

many luck egalitarians requires a process in which an individual exercise (possibly, 

metaphysical) control in forming preferences and making choices from an equal 

opportunity option-set.19 Dworkin’s “authentic choice” requires that people face no legal 

or coercive constraints “on opportunities to form, to reflect on, or to advocate convictions, 

attachments, or preferences” and that choices not be “dictated or manipulated by others.”20  

 

A choice might be of sufficient quality but still not morally-relevant to the just-ness of a 

distribution because it is not the right “type” of choice. Again, this can be specified in 

different ways. Dworkin takes the position that distributions need only be sensitive to 

choices that stem from value-based preferences and not those grounded in simple tastes – 

say for Coke over Pepsi – to which feel no attachment and would happily divest ourselves 

if we could be equally satisfied in some other way, because value-based choices define our 

identity and give meaning to our lives.21 To specify the right “type” of choice in any other 

                                                 
19 Consider Cohen’s acknowledgement that “mak[ing] choice central to distributive justice lands political 

philosophy in the in the morass of the free will problem” (Cohen, “On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice,” 

934).  

Arneson offers a detailed account of the requirements of an equal opportunity option-set (Richard Arneson, 

“Equality and Equal Opportunity for Welfare,” Philosophical Studies 56, no. 1 (May 1989): 85-87). Also 

see Andrew Mason’s requirement of an egalitarian social ethos “that precludes the widespread, even if 

informal, operation” of non-egalitarian norms and Zofia Stemplowska’s argument that we also account for 

unchosen personal and collective moral duties (Andrew Mason, “Equality, Personal Responsibility, and 

Gender Socialisation,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 100 (2000), 245; Zofia Stemplowska, 

“Making Justice Sensitive to Responsibility,” Political Studies 57, no. 2 (June 2009): 243-245). 
20 Quote from Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 160, 323. See Dworkin’s discussion of “authenticity” in 

Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 158-161. Dworkin describes his “authentic choice” as “very different [ ] from 

the idea of metaphysical or even psychological authenticity” employed by luck egalitarians” (Dworkin, 

Sovereign Virtue, 159n27). 
21 Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 287-296. This is his revised position in chapter 7 of Sovereign Virtue and 

represents a change from the views expressed in chapter 2. In “Expensive Taste Rides Again,” Cohen 

endorses Dworkin’s distinction as the specification of the types of choices that define the 



way, Dworkin claims, “would be to treat ourselves as dissociated from our personalities.”22 

Alternatively, we might limit the subset of justice-relevant choices to those of about a 

specific topic, say about occupation and/or effort. So for example, it might be justified that 

I am badly off because I make a (quality) choice of a particular profession or to put in little 

effort, but not because I chose to live in earthquake-prone California or because I chose 

not to buy health insurance and got in a motorcycle accident. 

 

The second dimension along which choice-sensitive views vary is the distributive 

consequences justly associated with quality choices. It is only in recent years that 

philosophers working in the luck egalitarian tradition have recognized that, as Zofia 

Stemplowska writes, “No theory of egalitarian justice [ ] is complete unless it takes a stance 

on how the specific pay-offs – or a legitimate range of pay-offs – for a given type of conduct 

should be determined.”23 If I choose to work a little and you a lot, what rewards does 

choice-sensitivity require that we each receive? If I am injured in a motorcycle accident 

and I have not purchased health insurance, what costs does choice-sensitivity require that 

I bear? On one account, assumed by many critics of choice-sensitive egalitarianism, all of 

the costs and benefits (presumably determined by the market) that would follow from a 

choice absent external intervention are justly attached to the choice. This appears to be 

                                                 
choice/circumstance divide (G.A. Cohen, On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice: And Other Essays in 

Political Philosophy, ed. Michael Otsuka (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 87-88. 
22 Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 290. 
23 Stemplowska, “Making Justice Sensitive to Responsibility,” 247. For prominent contributions on this 

issue – alternatively referred to as a “theory of stakes,” “theory of consequences,” or “payoff structure” – 

see Marc Fleurbaey, “Egalitarian Opportunities,” Law and Philosophy 20, no. 5 (September 2001): 499-

530; Peter Vallentyne, “Brute Luck, Option Luck, and Equality of Initial Opportunities,” Ethics 112, no. 3 

(April 2002): 529–57; Teun Dekker, “Choices, Consequences and Desert,” Inquiry, 52, no. 2 (April 2009): 

109–26; Stemplowska, “Making Justice Sensitive to Responsibility; Olsaretti, “Responsibility and the 

Consequences of Choice.” 



Dworkin’s and Cohen’s views. Yet every action has countless consequences and it is 

plausible that many of these are not appropriately associated with the choices from which 

they, often partially and distantly, result. In the literature on moral responsibility it is 

generally taken that only those consequences that are reasonably foreseeable to the chooser 

are appropriately associated with a choice because these consequences can reasonably be 

expected to be accounted for in (and often determine) the choice we make.24 If 

foreseeability is a requirement then, choice-sensitivity is open to “a wide, possibly infinite 

range of pay-offs attaching themselves to the same conduct,” for, as Peter Vallentyne notes, 

any pay-off structure that is known ex ante is, by definition, reasonably foreseeable.25 

Hence, as Olsaretti argues, our choice of pay-off structure will be based on “substantive 

moral convictions that are independent of our commitment to [choice-sensitivity] itself.”26 

A choice sensitive-consistent pay-off structure, then, may be tied to market value, but it 

could also be tied to moral or perfectionist ethical value (say, by rewarding justice-

advancing, honorable or brave behavior) or any other desirable outcome (say, by rewarding 

behavior that creates knowledge or beauty). It could also, it should be noted, be entirely 

arbitrary (say, by rewarding professions that begin with vowels) or strictly egalitarian (say, 

by rewarding all professional choices equally).27 As long as it is known prior to choice-

                                                 
24 See for example Joel Feinberg, Harm To Self, The Moral Limits of Criminal Law, vol. 3 (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1986), 270-301. 
25 Quote from Stemplowska, “Making Justice Sensitive to Responsibility,” 247. Vallentyne calls this a 

“public and proactive” pay-off structure. See Vallentyne, “Brute Luck, Option Luck, and Equality of Initial 

Opportunities.” 
26 Olsaretti, “Responsibility and the Consequences of Choice,” 167. 
27 In this way, choice need not have the “kind of make-or-break significance” to choice-sensitive egalitarian 

principles that has worried critics (quote from Samuel Scheffler, “What is Egalitarianism?,” Philosophy 

and Public Affairs 31, no. 3 (Winter 2003): 19). 



making, any payoff structure is consistent with a “foreseeability” specification of the 

consequences of choice-sensitivity. 

 

Any determinate choice-sensitive egalitarian principle must be specified along the two 

egalitarian and two choice-sensitive dimensions described above by answering four 

questions: Equality or priority? Equality of what? Where do we draw the line between 

choice and circumstance (that is, at what quality and type of choice)? And, to what 

consequences of choices must distributions be sensitive? Though particular answers are 

often assumed by proponents and critics alike, egalitarianism and choice-sensitivity are 

open to a range of specifications meaning that choice-sensitive egalitarianism is in fact a 

far more flexible set of views than is generally acknowledged. 

 

 


