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1 Introduction

A powerful critique of a wide range of popular principles of egalitarian distributive

justice is that they treat those with adaptive preferences unfairly. Consider Amartya

Sen’s “tamed housewife.”1 Through her upbringing in, say, an insular community or

conservative family, the tamed housewife has come to value her life as a homemaker.

Because her preferences are relatively cheap, she requires fewer resources than those in

society with more expensive tastes to achieve equal (opportunity for) welfare. Thus,

many egalitarian principles will rule that justice requires she have fewer resources.

But precisely because her cheap preferences were formed in the context of coercion,

indoctrination, truncated opportunities or the like, her smaller distributive share

seems intuitively unfair.

∗For helpful comments on various versions of this paper, I thank Alex Blackman, Dan Butt,
Jake Bronsther, Jerry Cohen, Sam Gill, Lily Lamboy, Hugh Lazenby, Chris Lewis, Glory Liu, Ariel
Mendez, Josh Ober, Kristi Olsen, Rob Reich, Adam Swift, John Young and participants at the 2014
Stanford University Dirty Leviathan retreat.

1Amartya Sen, The Standard of Living (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 11.
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The critique is powerful and continues to befuddle welfare egalitarians today. Sen

takes it to reveal a defect in welfare as a currency of egalitarian justice and propose

alternative distribuenda in its place. The best response welfarists have been able to

muster, it seems, is “currency” pluralism: if the tamed housewife is treated unfairly

under welfarist principles, then welfare must not be all that matters. But none

of these solutions succeed because the problem of the tamed housewife is actually

broader than even Sen realized.

In this essay I show that the tamed housewife is treated unfairly not only by welfare

egalitarians but by all choice-sensitive egalitarian principles of distributive justice.

The problem, I argue, with redistributing from the tamed housewife to subsidize those

with more expensive tastes is not that she gets too little, as is generally assumed, but

that, because her personality – her belief about what gives value and meaning to her

life – is not her own, the just-ness of her distributive share is indeterminate. In the

absence of an autonomous personality, we simply cannot know what her egalitarian

distributive share should be and, thus, whether what she gets is just or not.

Neither currency pluralism nor the rejection of welfare, then, solves the problem.

Rather, rescuing egalitarianism from the problem of the tamed housewife requires

a simple modification. If we cannot determine the justice of a distribution when

individuals have non-autonomous personalities, then distributive justice simply has

a prerequisite: equality is only possible against a background of autonomous per-

sonalities. Advancing egalitarian distributive justice, then, requires first promoting

individual autonomy.

My discussion proceeds as follows. In Section 2, I describe the broad family of choice-

sensitive egalitarian distributive principles to which my argument applies and provide
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a language for describing the common features of these theories. Section 3 considers

the structure of just and unjust choice-sensitive egalitarian distributions and inves-

tigates what makes the tamed housewife’s distribution unjust. Section 4 proposes

a solution to the problem of the tamed housewife. Section 5 concludes by consid-

ering the implications of the argument for whether choice-sensitive egalitarianism is

compatible with a basic minimum.

2 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 (circum-

stance) and, if a consequence of choice, weakened (strengthened) to the degree that

one’s condition is an appropriate (inappropriate) consequence of that choice.2 Choice-

sensitive egalitarianism is an approach to distributive justice, not a determinate prin-

ciple.3 Any determinate choice-sensitive egalitarian principle must be specified along

2Choice-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. 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).

3A myriad of other labels have been used to describe this family of choice-sensitive views, in-
cluding “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.
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two egalitarian and two choice-sensitive dimensions.4

Egalitarian principles of distributive justice vary along two dimensions, captured by

the familiar questions of “equality or priority?” and “equality of what?”5 The first

dimension specifies the pattern of a just distribution.6 The second dimension defines

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.7

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

choice and circumstance; and the consequences of choices to which distributions must

be sensitive.8 The question of the cut between choice and circumstance is where

4Parts of this discussion are influenced by Richard Arneson’s deconstruction of luck egalitarian-
ism 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.

5The 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?”

6The traditional egalitarian concern with distributive equality has recently 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). 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. 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. 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).

7Cohen’s “advantage” is an attempt to combine multiple currencies (G.A. Cohen, “On the Cur-
rency of Egalitarian Justice,” Ethics 99, no. 4 (July 1989), 906-944.

8Olsaretti refers to the first dimension as the “grounds of responsibility” and the second as the
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we draw the line between those choices that are morally-relevant to the just-ness of

distributions and those that are not. Call those choices that fall on the choice side of

the choice-circumstance cut, “quality” choices.9 Various conceptions of quality choice

can be found in the literature.10 Each specifies the conditions for the quality process

through which a quality choices is made and the quality preferences or beliefs from

which a quality choice is made.11

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

sequences justly associated with quality choices.12 If I choose to work relatively little

or I am injured in a motorcycle accident and I have not purchased health insurance,

what costs does choice-sensitivity require that I bear? As Serena Olsaretti argues, our

choice of pay-off structure is based on “substantive moral convictions that are inde-

pendent of our commitment to [choice-sensitivity] itself.”13 Choice-sensitivity, then, is

open to “a wide, possibly infinite range of pay-offs attaching themselves to the same

“principle of stakes.” See Olsaretti, “Responsibility and the Consequences of Choice.”
9Importantly, “quality” is not a value judgment as in “better or worse” choice but simply an

evaluative judgment of whether certain conditions are met.
10For 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 pref-
erences and making choices from an equal opportunity option-set. 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 manipu-
lated by others” (Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 160, 323).

11Consider 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 and
their choices and decisions reasonably well tailored to those ambitions and convictions” (Dworkin,
Sovereign Virtue, 122).

12Only recently has it been recognized that choice-sensitive egalitarian principles must “take[]
a stance on how the specific pay-offs – or a legitimate range of pay-offs – for a given type of
conduct should be determined” (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 theory of “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.”

13Olsaretti, “Responsibility and the Consequences of Choice,” 167.
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conduct.”14

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 choice)? And, to what

consequences of choices must distributions be sensitive? Though we each likely have

strong reasons to prefer one specification to another, a wide variety of answers to these

questions are consistent with the choice-sensitive egalitarian approach to distributive

justice. The claims and arguments in the rest of this paper are applicable to any such

set of answers; that is, to any choice-sensitive egalitarian principle.

3 Just and Unjust Distributions

Deviations from an egalitarian pattern are justified only if they result from the ap-

propriate consequences of choice.15 Once we specify the particulars of our principle

– pattern, currency, choice/circumstance cut and appropriate consequences – we de-

termine the just-ness of a distribution by asking two questions: Does the distribution

of currency conform to the egalitarian pattern or not? And is the distribution deter-

mined by the appropriate consequences of choice or by circumstance? This gives the

classification of distributions as just or unjust a two-dimensional structure based on

14Stemplowska, “Making Justice Sensitive to Responsibility,” 247. A choice sensitive-consistent
pay-off structure, then, may be tied to market value, but it could also be tied to moral or perfec-
tionist 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 or strictly egalitarian.

15In the remainder of this paper, when I refer to “choice,” the reader should assume I mean
“quality choice of the appropriate type.”
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the determinant and pattern of the distribution. To the degree that a distribution is

the product of circumstance, it is just only if it conforms to the specified egalitarian

pattern (the circumstance-insensitive requirement); to the degree that it is the prod-

uct of the appropriate consequences of choice, any pattern is just (the choice-sensitive

requirement).16

Consider stylized, “homogenous” distributions determined entirely by choice or en-

tirely by circumstance. The just-ness of a distribution determined entirely by cir-

cumstance – a “circumstantial distribution” – depends on its pattern: it is just only

if its pattern is egalitarian; it is unjust to the degree that it is not. A homogeneous

“chosen distribution,” on the other hand, is just regardless of its pattern.

Determinants of Distribution
Pattern of Distribution Circumstance Choice

Not Egalitarian Unjust Just
Egalitarian Just Just

Table 1: Just-ness of homogeneous sub-distributions

We can think of heterogeneous distributions, those determined by both choice and

circumstance, as an amalgamation of two homogeneous sub-distributions: a distribu-

tion that results from choice; and a distribution that results from circumstance. Since

chosen distributions are just regardless of their pattern, the just-ness of a heteroge-

neous distribution depends entirely on its circumstantial component. A distribution

is just if the circumstantial sub-distribution conforms to the egalitarian pattern; it is

16A distribution could also be determined by the inappropriate consequences of choice. We avoid
complicating our classification structure by treating distributions determined by the inappropriate
consequences of choice as a heterogeneous distribution (see next paragraph) made of up a chosen
distribution containing the appropriate consequences of choice and a circumstantial distribution
containing the difference between the actual outcome and the appropriate consequences of choice.
In the remainder of this paper, when I refer to the “distributions determined by (or that result from
or that are the product of) choice,” the reader should assume I mean “distributions determined by
(or that result from or that are the product of) the appropriate consequences of choice.”
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unjust to the degree that it does not.

3.1 The Problem of the Tamed Housewife

But consider Amartya Sen’s “tamed housewife” critique of welfarism:

The battered slave, the broken unemployed, the hopeless destitute, the

tamed housewife, may have the courage to desire little, but the fulfilment

of those disciplined desires is not a sign of great success and cannot be

treated in the same way as the fulfillment of the confident and demanding

desires of the better placed.17

Sen’s tamed housewife and her battered, broken and hopeless colleagues have cheap

preferences that were formed in the context of social oppression, structural inequality

or biological disadvantage. Their preferences are, in a sense, survival strategies: be-

cause, for example, the tamed housewife could not possibly imagine living outside of

her current community and because within this setting the only socially-acceptable

life for her is one of homemaking, she has constrained her own desires to rational-

ize this life. Frequently in these contexts, norms discourage, and individuals lack

the capacity for, reevaluation of their own fundamental commitments. In a morally-

important sense, their preferences are not their own anymore than if they had been

brainwashed or hypnotized or implanted with preferences. They will of course iden-

tify with them – that is a sign of successful indoctrination – but they are, objectively,

alien to them.18

17Sen, The Standard of Living, 11.
18On the problem of adaptive preferences see Paul Benson, “Autonomy and Oppressive Social-

ization,” Social Theory and Practice 17, no. 3 (Fall 1991): 385–408; Marilyn Friedman, Auton-
omy, Gender, Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003); Catriona Mackenzie, “Rela-
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Because her preferences are cheap, equality of welfare requires that the tamed house-

wife holds fewer distributable resources than those in society – presumably, most

everyone else – with more expensive preferences. Yet something about redistribut-

ing from battered slaves and tamed housewives to subsidize those with more ex-

pensive tastes seems intuitively unfair. A choice-sensitive version of welfare egali-

tarianism offers no help because their preferences are developed in the context of

coercion, indoctrination, truncated opportunities or the like – this is what is implied

by “battered,” “broken,” “hopeless” and “tamed” – and thus they are assumed not

to meet the requirements of “quality” preferences. Choices made from non-quality

preferences are non-quality choices and so, like any other instance of circumstance,

they are morally-arbitrary determinants of people’s just entitlements and obligations.

Circumstance-insensitivity requires they not be better off, in the sense of having op-

portunity for more welfare, because of their cheap circumstantial preferences and so

choice-sensitive welfare egalitarianism, like equality of welfare, provides the tamed

housewife with fewer resources than those in society with more expensive preferences.

Sen’s claim is that in doing so, welfarist principles of distributive justice treat the

tamed housewife and others similarly situated unfairly.

Herein lays the problem of the tamed housewife for welfarism: though her circum-

stantial sub-distribution is equal, her distributive share is unjust. Sen takes this as

evidence that welfare is defective as a currency of egalitarian justice and proposes ca-

pability as an alternative distribuendum. But while Sen’s intuition – that the tamed

housewife is treated unfairly – is one that most choice-sensitive egalitarians likely

share, it is not immediately obvious why she is treated unfairly. Sen’s response, then,

tional Autonomy, Normative Authority and Perfectionism,” Journal of Social Philosophy 39 (2008):
512–533; Jules Holroyd, “Relational Autonomy and Paternalistic Interventions,” Res Publica 15
(2009): 321–336; Ben Colburn, “Autonomy and Adaptive Preferences,” Utilitas 23 (2011): 52–71;
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is premature. Before crafting a solution, we must identify the underlying problem: in

what way is the tamed housewife treated unfairly?

Determinants of Distribution
Pattern of Distribution Circumstance Choice

Not Egalitarian Unjust Just
Egalitarian Just (except for tamed housewife) Just

Table 2: The Puzzle of the Tamed Housewife

Roemer seems to interpret Sen’s position to be that the tamed housewife gets too

few resources.19 There are two reasons we might think this is the case. On one

account the tamed housewife gets too little because she gets less than she would

get if, counterfactually, she had preferences that had developed in an appropriate

way and within an appropriate opportunity context. Just as a man who makes a

circumstantial choice at gunpoint to give up his wallet ends up with too little because,

counterfactually, in the absence of coercion, his quality choice would presumably not

have been to give away his money, had the tamed housewife not been tamed, her

preferences would, we assume, have been more expensive and so welfare egalitarians

would provide her with more.20 So, it seems, she gets less than she otherwise would

because of her circumstance.

The problem with this line of argument is that we have no reason to assume that her

untamed preferences would have been more expensive. It’s possible that she would

have, in fact, developed severely ascetic preferences had she sufficient opportunities

and space for the consideration of alternative ways of life; in which case her tamed

preferences give her more than she would have otherwise had. So it cannot be that

she gets too little because her hypothetical quality preferences would have been more

19Roemer, Theories of Distributive Justice, 238-242.
20I use “weflare egalitarianism” to refer to any version of egalitarianism that takes welfare as its

currency.
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expensive.

An alternative reason we might think she gets too little is that justice might require

that people have enough resources, at least in so far as they do not make choices that

leave them with less than enough, and under welfare egalitarianism tamed housewives

do not get enough. There are compelling reasons to think that justice requires some

sufficient distribution.21 But insufficiency cannot ground Sen’s critique because the

solution to insufficiency is not to reject welfare as a currency of justice but rather to

reject egalitarianism for (or supplement it with) a resource-sufficientarian principle

of distributive justice. Now sufficientarianism may be correct, in which case there

is no problem of the tamed housewife just a problem of insufficiency. But for Sen

and others, for whom sufficiency is not (all that is) required for distributive justice,

providing the housewife enough does not solve the problem; for we could imagine

a tamed housewife that gets just enough – that is, her distribution falls just above

the sufficiency threshold – but whose distribution still seems unfair. Though the

moral weight of this injustice may decrease the higher the sufficiency threshold, the

unfairness problem remains.

If the problem of the tamed housewife is not that she gets too little, what is it?

Review Sen’s claim about the tamed housewife: “the fulfilment of [her] disciplined

desires is not a sign of great success and cannot be treated in the same way as

the fulfillment of the confident and demanding desires of the better placed.”22 The

idea that she gets too little comes from contrasting “disciplined” with “demanding”:

the tamed housewife’s preferences are disciplined in that they are cheap; those of

21Harry Frankfurt, “Equality as a Moral Ideal,” Ethics 98, no. 1 (Oct., 1987): 21-43; Roger
Crisp, “Equality, Priority, and Compassion,” Ethics 113, no. 4 (July 2003): 745-763; Paula Casal,
“Why Sufficiency is Not Enough,” Ethics 117, no. 2 (January 2007): 296-326; Liam Shields, “The
Prospects for Sufficientarianism,” Utilitas 24, no. 1 (March 2012): 101-117.

22Amartya Sen, The Standard of Living, 11.
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the better placed are demanding in that they are more expensive. But we can also

contrast “disciplined” with “confident” as describing the differential quality of their

preferences. Theirs are confident in the sense that they are developed through a

legitimate process of preference formation. But hers are not. Hers are disciplined in

that they have been forced on her; they are, in a morally-important sense, not her

own. It is as if she has been brainwashed or hypnotized or implanted with preferences.

She will of course identify with them – that is a sign of successful indoctrination – but

they are, objectively, alien to her. On this interpretation, the fulfillment of non-quality

preferences is “not a sign of great success.”

But, of course, we have all sorts of preferences that did not develop in the right way

but that do not raise the same problems for the just-ness of distributions that the

housewife’s tamed preferences do. We might have a preference for Coke over Pepsi or

jazz over rock music that just happened to us. Maybe we simply find Coke and jazz

more enjoyable. Or maybe we were “tamed” or “induced” into these preferences; say,

subversive marketing brainwashes us to prefer Coke and jazz or our parents prevented

us from tasting Pepsi and listening to rock music as children. Since these “brute

tastes” are determinates of our welfare, if Coke was cheaper than Pepsi or tickets to

a jazz show cheaper than a rock concert, welfare egalitarianism requires that Coke-

drinking jazz fans receive fewer resources than the Pepsi-drinking rockers.23 And, qua

welfare egalitarian, this seems just fine despite the fact that these are non-quality,

potentially even tamed, preferences.

So why do the housewife’s tamed preferences create a problem for distributive justice

that the Coke-drinking jazz fan’s tamed preferences do not? In his response to Cohen’s

23I take the phrase “brute tastes” from Cohen’s “Expensive Taste Rides Again” (Cohen, On the
Currency of Egalitarian Justice, 88).
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expensive-tastes critique of equality of resources, Dworkin distinguishes between brute

tastes and preferences grounded in value judgments.24 Brute tastes, like those for

Coke or jazz described above, are unrelated to our personal identity. It’s not so much

that they are discordant with who we are, rather they are about things that are

superfluous to questions of identity. They have no intrinsic value to us. We prefer

Coke and jazz simply because these give us more satisfaction than the alternatives

and we would not think any differently of a life in which the opposite happened to

be true. We see them as physiological features of our bodies; preferences we simply

happen to have.

Some of our preferences are brute but many others are intertwined with normative

values that give meaning to our lives or characterize the kind of person we are or want

to be. These are preferences that define our personality. For example, we may form

preferences over professions or leisure activities or clothing styles because of moral

and ethical commitments, say, to help those in need or protect the environment, or

because we see ourselves as part of a particular social group that tends to hold certain

jobs, engage in certain activities or wear particular clothes.25 These “personality

preferences” produce welfare just as drinking a Coke or listening to jazz would, but

unlike brute tastes, our personality preferences take on value independent of the

benefit we gain directly from their realization: “[We] would no doubt glow with

satisfaction if [our personality preferences] were realized, but it is the importance of

the achievement not the prospect of a glow that sustains [our] efforts, and the glow

24Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 287-296.
25These examples are meant to be illustrative and not to definitively classify the sorts of preferences

that are brute vs. personality-based. We might of course have personality preferences for Coke or
jazz and brute preferences for careers or clothing. Generally personality preferences follow from our
values but the process can also work the other way. We may have a brute taste as children, say
for baseball or the Beatles (or Coke and jazz), but come to identify with these preferences: we now
see ourselves as baseball or Beatles fans and we could not imagine it any other way. By coming to
identify with a brute taste we transform it into a personality preference.
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is explained by the achievement’s importance to [us] not the other way around.”26

The cut between brute tastes and personality preferences divides those preferences

that define the person from those that do not and this explains why we have dif-

ferential intuitions about the tamed housewife and the tamed Coke-loving, jazz fan.

If the latter’s preferences are relatively cheap, there’s nothing problematic about re-

distributing from her; but there is something counterintuitive about taking from a

person whose fundamental choices about life are the result of coercion, indoctrination,

addiction or the like. The fulfillment of non-quality personality preferences, then, is

“not a sign of great success.”

Now it might be suggested that something about the tamed housewife’s situation

is unjust, but that is not a problem of distributive injustice, by which I mean the

component of justice concerned with fairness. Consider a woman who chooses to

work as a teacher given the existing (e.g. market) reward scheme, but who would

be indifferent between teaching and being a housewife given sufficient compensation

for the latter. Now suppose she lives in a society in which women are prevented

from working outside of the house so she is forced to be a housewife, but that this

society values fairness and so it compensates her such that she has equal opportunity

for welfare as others. There is a clear injustice here – the forced housewife lacks

occupational freedom – but there does not appear to be a distributive injustice; she

is compensated such that she has as much opportunity as anyone else and so the

distribution appears fair.27

The tamed housewife’s situation, it might be said, is similar. Her personality is not her

26Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 290.
27We can assume that the disvalue to welfare of the infringement on her freedom is taken into

account.
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own and this fact, or at the very least the coercive process through which it formed, is

an injustice; but it does not bear on the just-ness of her distributive share. As Arne-

son writes, that “preferences formed in an unhealthy or rights-violating way. . . does

not nullify the contribution that satisfaction of the preference should be reckoned to

make to my welfare.”28 And so if her opportunity for welfare is equal to that of others,

we might think that the distribution is just. Of course, we have reason to lament and

address the injustice in the formation and nature of her preferences just as we have

reason to eliminate the barriers that prevent the forced housewife from working out-

side the home, but our motivation lies not in the existence of a distributive injustice.

This seems to be the position Arneson takes in “Liberal Distributive Subjectivism

and Equality of Opportunity for Welfare” when he describes equality of opportunity

for the imprisoned mathematician and lobotomized nuclear physicist.29

But the problem of the tamed housewife is not like the problem of the forced house-

wife. To see why, consider Saul Smilansky’s critique of choice-sensitive egalitarian-

ism.30 Smilansky describes a class of people he calls “non-effectives” who, due to

circumstance, are so severely disabled that they cannot alter their level of currency

through their own choices. Because of this, the choice-sensitive egalitarian reasons we

have to make “non-effectives” better off are at least as strong as the reasons we could

have to make anyone else better off. So under equality-specified egalitarianism, for

example, non-effectives would have to be at least as well off as the best off in society

because, if they were not, some would be better off than others simply because the

former had opportunities that the latter lacked; that is, there would be a circum-

28Richard Arneson, “Liberal Distributive Subjectivism and Equality of Opportunity for Welfare,”
Philosophy and Public Affairs 19, no. 2 (Spring, 1990), 168.

29Arneson, “Liberal Distributive Subjectivism and Equality of Opportunity for Welfare,” 168.
30Saul Smilansky, “Choice-Egalitarianism and the Paradox of the Baseline,” Analysis 63 (2003):

146–51.
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stantial inequality. This is what Smilansky calls the “paradox of the baseline”: for

choice-sensitive egalitarians, “those who are in a position to make pertinent choices

are very likely to fall well below the level that is to be unconditionally occupied by

those who cannot.”31 And this outcome, Smilansky thinks, is “morally repugnant.”32

If we treat non-quality choice as circumstance, people who do not make quality choices

– because of coercion or indoctrination or the like – resemble non-effectives in that

their distributive shares will be the result of circumstance. When you make a non-

quality choice to give up your wallet – say, at gunpoint or because of indoctrination –

it is, in the traditional choice-sensitive egalitarian account, as if no choice was made

at all; as if your wallet was simply taken from you. And, there is certainly something

unappealing about a principle of distributive justice according to which non-effectives

and other non-quality choice-makers will be the best off in society “while productive

people are very likely, for all of their lifelong efforts and contributions, to fall always

below the baseline.”33

But, as Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen argues, it is not clear that choice-sensitive egalitar-

ianism necessarily prescribes this distributive outcome.34 There are two alternatives

to treating the choices of non-effectives as circumstance. Lippert-Rasmussen first sug-

gests we “distinguish between [those] who make maximum efforts, relative to their

capabilities, and those who do not. Only the former should be compensated at the

near-highest level. The latter should be compensated in line with how much effort

they expend relative to how much they could expend.”35 In other words, we should

31Smilansky, “Choice-Egalitarianism and the Paradox of the Baseline,” 150.
32Smilansky, “Choice-Egalitarianism and the Paradox of the Baseline,” 150.
33Smilansky, “Choice-Egalitarianism and the Paradox of the Baseline,” 150.
34Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen, “Smilansky’s Baseline Objection to Choice-Egalitarianism,” SATS

5, no. 1 (2004): 149-150.
35Lippert-Rasmussen, “Smilansky’s Baseline Objection to Choice-Egalitarianism,” 148.
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treat the quality of a choice as a continuous, rather than a binary, metric, allowing

us to separate out the quality and non-quality elements of choice. On this view, even

when the requirements of quality are not fully met, we might think that the choices

we make are partially indicative of preferences or that we are partially responsible for

or partially deserving in virtue of them and that distributions should sensitive to this

part of the choice.

Many of us believe that people can be morally responsible or deserving, at least in

part, for non-quality choices. But it is not clear that these partial-quality choices

ground, in any way, people’s just distributive share. Suppose two similarly-situated

people are preparing to become physicians but that, at some point in their schooling,

this career path becomes unavailable (say, because a law is passed that prevents

people of their ethnicity from practicing medicine). One medical student internalizes

the law’s discriminatory message and resigns herself to working in service jobs, at

which is not particularly talented; the other, motivated to prove the authors of the

law wrong, becomes a successful medical researcher. Now we may have reasons to

offer moral praise of the researcher, but it is not clear that their different choices in

the face of discrimination recommend differential distributive outcomes. Robbed of

her freedom and internal motivation, an otherwise hard-working doctor might be a

lazy, unprofitable waiter and this fact seems irrelevant to her just distributive share.

We would not, after all, say that the choices a slave makes about her work – whether

to pick cotton or sew shirts and how much effort to commit to which ever task she

selects – reveal anything relevant for distributive justice. So partial-quality choice is

unappealing as a component of choice-sensitive egalitarianism.

But, even if we reject this critique of partial-quality choice, the concept fails as a
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solution to Smilansky’s baseline paradox. Because partial-quality choice is still par-

tially non-quality choice, if we treat the non-quality part as circumstance we are left

with the same counterintuitive implications as treating fully non-quality choice as

circumstance. So, for example, nearly-non-effectives who work tirelessly at the few

simple tasks that are available to them – say, counting dots on the ceiling – would

have to be at least as well off as anyone else in society.36 And most of us would find

this outcome as morally unappealing as a society in which non-effectives are all better

off than anyone else. So partial-quality choice does not resolve the paradox of the

baseline.

Lippert-Rasmussen’s second approach points to a better solution. Whether Smilan-

sky’s non-effectives example is “morally repugnant,” he suggests, seems to depend on

a counterfactual:

Compare two [non-effectives]. The first would have put up maximum ef-

forts had he had the opportunity to do so. The second would have made

no effort at all had he had the opportunity to do so – distinctively, he dis-

likes making an effort and has a deeply rooted desire that, in hypothetical

situations in which he is a non-[non-effective], he makes no effort.37

As Lippert-Rasmussen argues, while it may be morally repugnant that the “no effort”

non-effective is as well off as anybody else, it is certainly not morally repugnant that

the “maximum effort” non-effective is so well off; for, if she were worse off it would be

solely because she did not have the opportunity to be as well off “as a result of brute

bad luck.”38 So Smilansky’s baseline critique of choice-sensitive egalitarianism is only

36Assuming that work ethic is in the quality component of partial-quality choice.
37Lippert-Rasmussen, “Smilansky’s Baseline Objection to Choice-Egalitarianism,” 149.
38Lippert-Rasmussen, “Smilansky’s Baseline Objection to Choice-Egalitarianism,” 150.
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compelling when the non-effective would have made less currency-lucrative choices

than the best off “effective” had she, hypothetically, the same the opportunity. This

revised critique mirrors the argument made by choice-sensitive egalitarians against

outcome equality: equality of outcome, the argument goes, does not account for

people’s preferences or responsibility or desert in virtue of the choices they make; the

non-effectives critique is that choice-sensitive egalitarianism does not account for the

quality choices people would make. In other words, when people would make certain

(quality) choices but don’t because of some quality choice-undermining constraint, to

treat their actual non-choices or non-quality choices as circumstance while ignoring

the choice they hypothetically would have made, leads to counterintuitive distributive

outcomes.

This (revised) critique is powerful but, as Lippert-Rasmussen notes, it suggests a

relatively simple solution: hypothetical-choice sensitivity.39 In order to avoid the

baseline critique, a choice-sensitive egalitarian just distribution must be insensitive

to circumstance and sensitive to the quality choices people make or, if they make

non-quality choices (or no choices at all), sensitive to the hypothetical quality choice

they would have made. Rather than simply treat non-quality choice as circumstance,

choice-sensitive egalitarianism must ask what hypothetical quality choice would have

been made had the person not faced quality- (or choice-) undermining conditions.40

This solution allows us to distinguish those non-effectives who would make maximum

39Lippert-Rasmussen, “Smilansky’s Baseline Objection to Choice-Egalitarianism,” 150.
40Note: this hypothetical quality choice addendum differs from Cohen’s counterfactual choice

addendum and Dworkin’s hypothetical insurance choice. My addendum modifies choice-sensitivity.
Cohen’s modifies his specification of “quality preferences” in response to Scanlon’s religious-induced
guilt example by accommodating preferences that people have and would not choose not to have,
even if they didn’t actually choose them. Dworkin’s hypothetical insurance is, in theory, the choice
a person would have made had they had the opportunity before coming into existence to make a
choice but Dworkin chooses to base this on an ex post societal consensus rather than on the actual
hypothetical choice the person would have made.
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effort from those who would not. For the purposes of distributive justice we treat a

non-quality choice as a combination of a hypothetical quality choice and an element

of circumstance, defined as any difference in consequences between the hypothetical

choice and the actual (non-quality) choice. So, for example, if the forced housewife’s

non-quality choice to be a housewife leaves her with 50 units of currency and her

hypothetical quality choice to be a teacher would have left her with 100 units of

currency, we take the distribution determined by her non-quality choice to be +100

units of choice and -50 units of circumstance.

Herein lays the distinction between the forced housewife and the tamed housewife:

only the forced housewife’s distribution can be sensitive to her hypothetical choice;

the tamed housewife’s distribution cannot because her hypothetical choice is indeter-

minate. A distribution can only be hypothetical choice sensitive if we can identify

a unique choice that would be made if not for some quality-undermining condition.

This unique choice is identifiable in the case of the forced housewife because she has

quality preferences. Coercion undermines her choice-making process, not the process

through which her preferences are formed; that is, her forced choice is characterized

as “non-quality” because it is inconsistent with her preferences, not because her pref-

erences are non-quality. Because she has quality preferences, her hypothetical quality

choice – the choice she would have made absent coercion – is unambiguous: it is the

choice that is consistent with her quality preferences.

But in the case of the tamed housewife, the process through which she was tamed un-

dermines the quality of her preferences. In order to identify her hypothetical quality

preferences we must determine the kind of person she would have been in the absence

of the quality preference-undermining conditions in which she developed. But there
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is no unique set of preferences that we develop absent indoctrination or truncated

opportunities or whatever it is that prevents our actual preferences from developing

through an appropriate process and opportunity context. We can be shaped in in-

numerable, different quality-consistent ways by features of our surroundings, though

the range of possibilities may be constrained by innate properties. Had she sufficient

opportunities and space for the consideration of alternative ways of life she may have

developed (quality) preferences for medicine or surfing or, for that matter, house-

wifery. There are no unique, quality preferences we can attribute to her because

there are infinite possibilities. And so, the tamed housewife’s distribution cannot be

sensitive to the choice she would have made had she not been tamed – that is, had

she had quality preferences – because this hypothetical choice is indeterminate.

So the problem of the tamed housewife is this. Because she has non-quality personality

preferences, we are unable to identify her hypothetical quality choice and thus cannot

determine what her just (read: hypothetical choice-sensitive) distributive share should

be. If we don’t know what she should get we are left unable to classify the just-ness

of what she does get. It’s not that her existing distributive share is unjust; rather

whether it is just or not is simply unknowable. And this creates a puzzle, for the

just-ness of the tamed housewife’s distribution is indeterminate despite the fact that

her circumstantial sub-distribution conforms to an egalitarian pattern.

Understood in this way, the problem of the tamed housewife arises whenever distribu-

tive justice depends on the preferences people have. This, of course, is the case for

welfarist principles, in which the currency of egalitarian justice is fixed to people’s

preferences, but it is also true of any choice-sensitive principle because the choices

people make are fundamentally shaped by their preferences. In other words, the
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tamed housewife is a problem not just for welfarism but also for choice-sensitivity.

4 Overcoming the Problem of the Tamed House-

wife

If the tamed housewife creates a problem for all choice-sensitive egalitarian principles,

Sen’s rejection of welfare as a currency of justice does not provide a solution. We

could, of course, resolve the problem by rejecting welfare and choice sensitivity; but

this leaves us with the sorts of ant-grasshopper problems that make choice-sensitivity

so compelling. Fortunately, an alternative solution is available; one that saves both

welfarism and choice-sensitivity.

In “The Place of Liberty,” the third and final essay in his series on equality, Dworkin

seems to recognize the problem that non-quality (he would say non-“authentic”)

personality preferences create for his equality of resources principle of distributive

justice. These preferences, he writes, “impair the auction, or the equality-preserving

power of post-auction transactions, in a particularly fundamental and pervasive way”

by distorting “what people decide they want.”41 Though a distribution based on non-

quality personality preferences might satisfy the envy test – his measure of a whether

a distribution is appropriately choice-sensitive and egalitarian – it could “hardly be

defended as showing equal concern for the parties.”42 Dworkin does not investigate

why it would fail to show equal concern but he nonetheless recognizes the puzzle: those

with non-quality personality preferences are inevitably treated unfairly by (even) his

41Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 160.
42Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 159n26.
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non-welfarist, choice-sensitive egalitarian principle.

If our existing choice-sensitive egalitarian principles of distributive justice fail to cap-

ture our considered judgments about the tamed housewife’s distributive share, then

we must revise our principles. As Dworkin writes, “A complete account of equality

of resources must therefore include, as a baseline feature, some description of the

circumstances in which people’s personalities will be taken as properly developed so

that auction calculations can proceed.”43 The problem of the tamed housewife is that

we cannot determine what her just distributive share should be and thus cannot clas-

sify the just-ness of her existing distributive outcome. So to overcome this problem,

we revise our principles to account for the indeterminate just-ness of her distributive

share.

To determine the just-ness of a homogeneous distribution, then, we ask three – not

two –questions: Does it conform to the egalitarian pattern or not? Is it determined

by choice or circumstance? And if it is determined by circumstance, is the “source” of

circumstance non-quality personality preferences or not? This gives the classification

of distributions as just or unjust a three-dimensional structure: pattern, determinate

and source of circumstance. The just-ness of a distribution determined entirely by

(the appropriate consequences of) choice remains just regardless of its pattern.44 But

the just-ness of a distribution determined entirely by circumstance depends on both its

pattern and on the source of circumstance: if the source of circumstance is something

other than no-quality personality preferences, it is just only to the degree that the

pattern of the distribution is egalitarian; if the source of circumstance is non-quality

43Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue, 159.
44Recall that we’re treating distributions that are determined by the inappropriate consequences

of choice as a heterogeneous distribution made up of a chosen sub-distribution and a circumstantial
sub-distribution.
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personality preferences, the just-ness of the distribution is indeterminate.

Determinants of Distribution
Circumstance
——————
Source of Circum-
stance

Choice

Pattern of Distribu-
tion

Non-quality
preferences

Other

Not Egalitarian Indeterminate Unjust Just
Egalitarian Indeterminate Just Just

Table 3: Revised just-ness of homogeneous sub-distributions

So choice-sensitive egalitarians accept (heterogeneous) distributions as just only if the

relevant parties hold quality personality preferences and only then to the degree that

the circumstantial sub-distribution conforms to an egalitarian pattern. We solve the

problem of the tamed housewife by ruling that choice-sensitive egalitarian distributive

justice is only possible – because it only has determinate meaning – among those

with quality personality preferences. In other words, there is no choice-sensitive

egalitarian distributive justice among tamed housewives or battered slaves or others

with non-quality personalities because distributive justice requires, first, that people

have quality personality preferences.

5 Conclusion: Choice-Sensitive Egalitarianism and

a Basic Minimum

One of the most powerful critiques of choice-sensitive egalitarianism is that it is overly

“harsh” when choices turn out poorly.45 Choice-sensitivity requires that people enjoy

45For versions of this critique see Marc Fleurbaey, “Equal Opportunity or Equal Social Outcome,”
Economics and Philosophy 11, no. 1 (April 1995): 40-42; and Elizabeth Anderson, “What is the
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the good or bad consequences of the choices they make. If those choices have nega-

tive consequences – even if they cause people to fall into poverty, medical infirmity or

death – choice-sensitive egalitarianism, traditionally understood, offers no recourse.

To help such individuals, would be, to use Dworkin’s phrase, to treat them as wor-

thy of greater concern than others and this is to treat people unequally. As such,

choice-sensitive egalitarianism is generally assumed to be incompatible with a basic

minimum. The critique is important. The social safety net is a central part of most

egalitarian political movements in our time. If choice-sensitive egalitarianism cannot

accommodate a basic minimum, its plausibility as a compelling egalitarian principle

would be threatened.

But suppose there exists some “currency” threshold below which quality personality

preferences can no longer be formed. Someone concerned with day-to-day survival –

obtaining food, shelter and health, for example – may not be able to form and revise,

in an appropriate way, her beliefs about what gives value and meaning to her life. And

this fate is often inescapable; obviously so in the case of death but also in situations of

poverty or illness. If distributive justice requires that people hold quality personality

preferences, then it is not compatible with a situation in which people have fallen so

far that they have lost this capacity to appropriately form and revise their values and

beliefs, even if their situation is the result of quality choices they previously made.

Thus, choice-sensitive egalitarianism would require that people have enough to form

quality personality preferences, and this commitment to a basic minimum mitigates

the potential harshness of choice-sensitive egalitarian principles.

Point of Equality?,” Ethics 109, no. 2 (1999): 295-296, 298
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