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The debate within political philosophy, initiated by John Rawls’s publication of A
theory of justice in 1971, has marked perhaps the most significant advance in political
philosophy in several centuries. Rawls’s goal was to criticize utilitarianism, at that
time the reigning theory of distributive justice, on two fronts: first, he attacked
utilitarianism for its welfarism, the view that social welfare or justice should concern
itself only with the pattern of welfares of individuals in the society in question, and
second, he attacked the view that the right way to aggregate individual welfares was
to add them up. For individual welfare, Rawls substituted primary goods, his proposal
to find a common denominator for individual conceptions of welfare, and for adding
up, he substituted equality, which could be superceded by ‘maximin’ or ‘leximin’ over
bundles of primary goods.

Two streams of critique developed of Rawls’s contribution.1 In 1974, Robert
Nozick [7] published Anarchy, State and Utopia, which presented a libertarian
alternative to Rawls: this was a right-wing critique based on the premise that
persons have rights to incomes that flow from their personal characteristics, and
from luck, such as the luck of being born into privilege. The second stream, which
was basically sympathetic to Rawls, but attempted to refine his theory, began with
Amartya Sen’s [13] lecture “Equality of what?” which argued that ‘primary goods’
were not the right argument of the justice function: rather one should substitute
‘functionings.’ However, the major friendly deviation from Rawls was proposed by
Ronald Dworkin, in two articles published in 1981 [4, 5], in which he argued that
what was principally missing from egalitarian theory (including Rawls’s theory) was
a recognition that equality should be tempered by individual responsibility. Dworkin
said that equality requires that individuals have, at least initially, equal bundles of
resources: but if, according to their preferences, they use these resources differently,

1A third stream, initiated by Cohen [3] also developed, critiquing Rawls from the left, but this is not
relevant for the purposes of this review.

J. E. Roemer (B)
Yale University, New Haven, CT, USA
e-mail: john.roemer@yale.edu



130 J.E. Roemer

and hence end up with unequal outcomes, there is no complaint that is actionable at
the bar of justice. To be precise, Rawls [8] had gestured at this idea, but it was left to
Dworkin to develop it explicitly.

Dworkin recognized, however, that many important resources are not transferable
across persons: in particular, families into which persons are born, and genetic
constitutions, including talents and handicaps. The puzzle, then, was to propose a way
of arranging transferable resources (principally, wealth) so as to properly compen-
sate persons for their unequal and unchangeable endowments of non-transferable
resources. Dworkin proposed an ingenious hypothetical insurance scheme, that
would operate behind a thin veil of ignorance, in which souls representing persons
would be able to contract for insurance against bad luck in the birth lottery—the
lottery that allocates families, genes, and wealth. He argued that the equilibrium in
that insurance market should be implemented by tax policy, after the birth lottery
determined the state of the world. In this hypothetical insurance market, souls would
optimize using the risk preferences of the persons whom they represented. Since
Dworkin wanted to hold people responsible for these preferences, the insurance
market, he thought, would exactly compensate people for the resource deficits they
sustained in the birth lottery, while holding them responsible for their preferences.

Critiques of Dworkin followed in both the philosophical and economics literature.
Cohen [2] and Arneson [1] agreed that Dworkin’s innovation of tempering equality
by responsibility was important and correct, but they disagreed on the way Dworkin
drew the line between resources and preferences (which were in the ambit of respon-
sibility). Arneson, in addition, said that it was not resources that should be equalized,
à la Dworkin, but rather opportunities for achieving welfare. Roemer [9, 11] pointed
out that Dworkin’s insurance market could behave in a pathological way: in some
cases, it would allocate to handicapped persons less wealth than to able persons, even
when everyone was risk averse, so it could not be argued that Dworkinian insurance
was a way of ‘equalizing resources,’ in the sense of compensating persons for having
small bundles of non-transferable resources.

Roemer [10, 12] proposed a somewhat different formulation of Dworkin’s prob-
lem, in which two characteristics influenced the outcomes a person sustained: cir-
cumstances beyond the person’s control, and effort, actions voluntarily undertaken.
‘Equality of opportunity’ was said to hold when interventions were undertaken
having the consequence that outcomes were sensitive only to effort but not to
circumstances. His proposal did not formulate a veil of ignorance, and assumed that
the outcomes in question were cardinally measurable and level comparable across
persons; it was a formal model of Arneson’s proposal to equalize opportunities for
welfare.

The literature has continued to develop in both philosophy and economics, and
Fleurbaey’s book is a thorough discussion of the advances that have occurred since
the literature I have referred to here. The book is not simply a text; it is highly
original, consisting in large part of developments in the theory that are due to
Fleurbaey and his collaborators. It contains both economic analysis and philosophical
argument.

The economic environment that is postulated throughout the book is one of
a society of individuals with preferences over outcomes that are determined by
both characteristics for which they are responsible and ones for which they are
not responsible, called ‘circumstances.’ The compensation principle maintains that
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persons should be compensated for unequal circumstances; to this must be added
some reward principle, which states how the distribution of outcomes should be
sensitive to responsible characteristics. The principle that Fleurbaey advocates, for
the most part, is what he calls the ‘liberal reward principle,’ which is that the ‘natural’
allocation of resources and outcomes (assuming there is one) should be modified only
to the extent that is necessary to implement the compensation principle. (Another
formulation is that differences in outcomes due solely to responsibility characteristics
should be left untouched.) Thus, for example, if all persons in a society enjoy the
same circumstances, then laissez-faire is the optimal policy. Dworkin’s hypothetical
insurance market can be viewed as an allocation rule that maps the profile of
individual circumstances and responsibility characteristics to an allocation of wealth.
Fleurbaey is well aware of the deficiencies in this rule, and his goal is to propose more
attractive rules for accomplishing the same objective.

The central problem is that it is often the case that the effects of responsibility
and circumstances are so intertwined that it is not possible to respect both the com-
pensation and liberal reward principles in their strong forms. Much of the analysis
therefore undertakes the strategy of weakening either one or both of these principles
until allocation rules exist that can satisfy both of them (in their appropriately
weakened forms). The strategy is a familiar one in social-choice theory. Here, one
encounters axioms with names like ‘Equal well-being for equal responsibility,’ ‘Equal
treatment for equal circumstances,’ ‘Equal treatment for equal skills,’ ‘Equal transfer
for equal skills,’ ‘Equal transfer for uniform skills,’ ‘Laissez-faire for uniform skills,’
and so on.

One of the main innovations in Fleurbaey’s approach is the construction of
allocation rules that use only preference information: unlike Roemer’s rule, they are
well-defined without any cardinal utility measurement, or, he claims, interpersonal
comparability. (His rules share this feature with Dworkin’s insurance scheme: since
the insurance scheme is a special case of competitive equilibrium, it, too, uses only
preference information about individuals.)

I will describe one of the rules which Fleurbaey advocates, called the zero-
egalitarian equivalence (ZEE) rule. Suppose each individual, j, in the society is
characterized by a bundle of characteristics (c j, r j), where c j is j’s vector of circum-
stances and r j is the vector of responsibility characteristics of j. His/her preferences,
if allocated a transferable resource in amount x, are represented by a utility function
v(x, c j, r j). In particular, the variation in c and r across individuals characterizes all
preference variation in the population (thus, v is universal).2 The society must allo-
cate an aggregate amount X of the resource to the individuals in this society. Suppose
that v is increasing in the vector c. Suppose further that there is one individual, call
him number 1, who is unambiguously the most disadvantaged by circumstance, in the
sense that c1 is dominated by all other c j. Consider any allocation of X, x = (x1, ...,
x j),

∑

j
x j = X. We now compute a ‘shadow allocation’ to x. The shadow allocation,

x̂, which is not necessarily feasible, is defined by v(̂x j, c1, r j) = v(x j, c j, r j). That is, j
is putatively given an amount of resource which would make him as well off as he is

2For the purposes of this example, x is a scalar. More generally, it could be a vector, in which case
v(·, c, r) represents a preference order of commodity bundles of transferable goods.
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in the actual allocation, X, were he to retain his own responsibility characteristics,
but become a person with the most disadvantaged circumstances. Now solve the
following problem: choose x to leximin the numbers {x̂ j}. The solution is the ZEE
allocation. If we think of lexi-minimization as a generalization of equalization, then
this rule takes a particular circumstance (the most disadvantaged) as a reference, and
chooses the allocation which is Pareto-indifferent to the one which would equalize
resources x, if all had had the reference circumstances. Persons continue to be
held responsible for their r-characteristics, because nobody is compensated for the
nature of his responsible characteristics. Of course, we cannot say that this allocation
equalizes welfare across persons because, by hypothesis, welfare comparisons cannot
be made.

The ZEE rule is one of a family of ‘egalitarian-equivalent’ rules that Fleurbaey
defines. He considers also a kind of dual to these rules: a category of rule which
fixes a ‘reference responsibility’ characteristic, and distributes the resource so that, if
everyone had that characteristic, he would be indifferent as to what his circumstances
were. This is again a rule which compensates persons for their circumstances, in a
counterfactual world in which differences in responsibility did not exist.

A dramatic illustration of the power of these approaches is the application to
optimal taxation. In describing his joint work with Francois Maniquet, Fleurbaey
shows how the various allocation rules, adapted to environments with differential
skills and production, allows one to characterize the optimal income tax schedules.
The different rules imply rather simple characterizations of the most desirable tax
policies—which hold people responsible for their ‘preferences’ but not for their
circumstances (here, skill is usually taken to be the circumstance).

I want to quibble with Fleurbaey’s claim that the rules he describes are purely
‘ordinal’ in their use of information. It is questionable that when Fleurbaey writes an
equation like

v(x̂ j, c1, r j) = v(x j, c j, r j), (*)

no interpersonal comparisons are being made. The assumption is that preferences are
defined over vectors (x, c, r). But is Eq. * not saying that a person with circumstances
c j can imagine how well off he would be were he to have had circumstances c1? Level
comparisons across individuals are being made here. An individual is just a bundle
(c, r), and therefore Eq. * cannot be understood without the assumption that
individuals can imagine how well off they would be were they someone else. It is
unambiguously true that Fleurbaey’s approach does not use cardinal utility, but I
believe it does use level comparisons across individuals, or hypothetical individuals.

The environment that Fleurbaey assumes is abstract, and the language implies
that he is attempting to produce rules of distributive justice that apply in an all
encompassing way to society: preferences are taken to be all-around preferences
over conditions of life. Often, however, in policy-oriented problems, one wishes
to study more specific, or local, issues. For instance, the Ministry of Health may
be concerned with equalizing opportunities for a healthful life, or for longevity
in the population; the Ministry of Education may be concerned with equalizing
opportunities for success in the labor market, or for college acceptance. Indeed,
the greatest injustices in our societies are often phrased in terms of these local
issues. That is: individuals with disadvantaged childhoods tend to have shorter
lives, and earn lower wages, and these facts are among the most salient indicators
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of distributive injustice. The Ministry of Health may therefore be interested in a
‘utility function’ which describes the life expectancy of persons as a function of their
circumstances and their life-styles (tobacco consumption, exercise habits)—the latter
being ‘responsibility’ characteristics. This utility function is not a representation of
the subjective preferences of the individual: for example, it will be an increasing
function of healthful life-style elements (like refraining from tobacco use), while
subjective preferences may be decreasing in abstention from tobacco use. Likewise,
the Ministry of Education would like to use a ‘utility’ function which predicts the
wage of an individual as a function of the characteristics of the family in which
he was raised (circumstance) and his effort in school (responsibility). Years of
education will positively influence this outcome, while subjective preferences may be
decreasing, at a point, in education. These two utility functions—or more precisely,
outcome functions—are naturally cardinal and level comparable across persons: the
differences in life expectancy of persons from different family backgrounds and of
different races are meaningful to us, as are wage differences. To use only rules which
discard cardinal measurement is to discard ethically meaningful information. When
studying these kinds of policy issue, we may want to use rules which are cardinally
sensitive.

Indeed, consider the market mechanism, which I take to be the allocation
rule which associates to any profile of preferences and resource endowments the
Walrasian allocation(s). This is a rule which uses only ordinal, non-comparable
preference information. But two economies with identical vectors of resource endow-
ment and identical preference profiles (which therefore possess the same Walrasian
equilibria) may not be equally good in terms of justice if the ‘isomorphic’ pairs of
individuals in them have very different experiences of welfare. The economies would
be equally good in terms of justice if we hold persons responsible for their utility
functions, that is, for the levels of welfare that they achieve. But there is no obvious
reason to do so. Bob and Betsy may have the same preferences and endowments, but
feel very different about their lives, for reasons that can be traced to circumstances
beyond their control, and it is not obvious that justice is uncompromised if these two
end up with the same bundle of goods.

The liberal reward principle, that I mentioned earlier, says that we should not tam-
per with the laissez-faire allocation, if all people have the same circumstances—that
is, if differences among persons are due solely to their responsibility characteristics. I
do not support this principle. Suppose ‘laissez-faire’ means the market allocation.
Why should this be the default? Perhaps the market rewards the responsibility
characteristic of ‘autonomous ambition’ too much. Fleurbaey’s recommendation is
fully to compensate people for different circumstances, but not to interfere with
differences in their outcomes which arise from different ‘efforts’ (responsibility
characteristics). But there is, of course, some set of social institutions which deter-
mines those outcomes: and why should that set deliver justice, after the effect of
circumstances has been neutralized?

In other words, I believe that a full theory of distributive justice requires some
theory of what inequalities are admissible, even if those inequalities are due solely
to characteristics for which people are responsible. The liberal reward principle is
too agnostic: it assigns too much moral legitimacy to extant institutions. There is an
asymmetry here: neutralizing the effect of circumstances is quite a specific mandate,
but allowing positive returns to effort (and responsible characteristics) can be done
in a multitude of ways.
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I have focused here on the resource allocation rules which Fleurbaey has discov-
ered, and which he proposes as solutions to what we may call Dworkin’s problem.
But there is much more in this book of a philosophical nature which deserves study.
I will mention two examples. Dworkin introduced the notions of option luck and
brute luck. Brute luck is luck against which one had no possibility to insure (like
the birth lottery), and option luck is the outcome of a chosen gamble. Brute luck is
transformed into option luck by providing the possibility of insurance, and Dworkin’s
hypothetical insurance market is his way of transforming the brute luck of the birth
lottery into option luck. If all luck were option luck, then Dworkin says there can be
no injustice (assuming full insurance markets). But Fleurbaey says that the outcomes
of gambles are circumstances beyond the control of the gambler: and as such different
outcomes for persons who similarly insure are unjust. This is an interesting point; I
do not think the last word has been said on the topic.

Often, the approach to responsibility which has been developed by the authors I
have mentioned—this group of authors is sometimes called the ‘luck egalitarians’—is
viewed as too unforgiving. If a motorcyclist decides (using the preferences for which
he is responsible) to drive without a helmet and is badly hurt, should society not
take care of him? Fleurbaey discusses ‘fresh starts,’ in which he contemplates giving
people second chances (and maybe third, fourth...chances.) This is an interesting
proposal. An alternative move would be to say that justice requires holding people
fully responsible for their autonomous choices; but a decent society requires charity
as well as justice, and forgiveness (fresh starts) is required by charity.

Arrow’s impossibility theorem is generally viewed as jump-starting the field of
social choice theory in its twentieth-century incarnation. As applied to distributive
justice, that theorem’s premises exclude all non-welfarist approaches to social choice:
that is, it requires allocation rules to make use only of information recovered from the
utility possibilities sets of societies. Combined with the requirement that only prefer-
ence information be admissible (in particular, no information making interpersonal
comparisons of welfare can be used), this results in only a very small set of admissible
allocation rules: ones which made a particular individual as well off as possible
(the so-called dictatorships). Roughly speaking, there have been two responses to
this theorem: either to say that interpersonal comparisons can be made and are
admissible (or even required) in a theory of justice, or to challenge the premises that
lead to welfarism in Arrow’s framework.3 Rawls challenged both welfarism and non-
comparability: he argued that bundles of primary goods were the relevant arguments
to examine, and that they could be compared. Dworkin introduced responsibility—a
non-welfare characteristic—as information that allocation rules must consider. We
now see social choice theory transformed by these philosophical developments. This
is good science: for our theories are now approaching ones that look much more like
common sense. For the proverbial man on the street, when asked whether it is fair
that Barbara is richer than Betsy, is apt to respond with a further inquiry about what
their backgrounds and talents were and how hard they each tried. Circumstance and
effort. Fleurbaey’s book is a landmark contribution to this developing field.

3Indeed, in other work not presented in this book, Fleurbaey [6] has argued that Arrow’s binary
independence axiom is too strong, and has showed that by replacing it with a weaker requirement,
welfarism and Arrow’s nihilistic conclusion are avoided.
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