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Chapter 5: Dimensions of Equality: A Framework for Theory and Action

In this chapter, we provide aframework for thinking about equdity, concentrating on
the normative question: what idedls of equdlity should we believe in? We identify five
dimensions of equdity, and use them to distinguish between what we cal basic equdlity,
liberd egditarianism and equdity of condition. What emergesis a pectrum of viewswith
increasingly ambitious gods for developed societies, and by implication for the rdation
between these societies and the rest of the world. But we argue that there is a naturd path
from basic equdity to the beliefs of liberd egditarians, and from those beliefs to equdity of
condition. We gart by saying something about the idea of equdity, and why it generates so
many different meanings. We then discuss each of the three viewsin turn. Towards the end
of the chapter we outline how this normative framework can be gpplied to different socid
groupsin different socid contexts.
Theidea of equality

Looked at in avery generd way, equdity is ardationship, of some kind or other,
between two or more people or groups of people, regarding some aspect of those people's
lives If equdity were asmpleides, it would be obvious what this rdationship is, who it is
about, and what aspect of their livesit concerns. Unforturetely, none of these are obvious,
and that iswhy there are many different conceptions of equdity.

For agtart, the idea of equality is sometimes gpplied to individuas and sometimes to
groups. When the Universa Declaration of Human rights states thet al human beings are
born free and equd in dignity and rights, it is referring to each and every individua person.

But for good reasons, equdity is often discussed in terms of groups, such aswomen or
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ethnic minorities. And of course there are many different and overlapping groups, evenin
relatively homogeneous societies. Equality between men and women, for instance, would not
necessarily involve equdity between middle class and working class people, or equdity
between disabled and nordisabled people. So the first question about equdity is‘ equality
between whom? (Y oung, 2001).

Having decided whether we are interested in equdity between individuas or between
such-and-such groups, the next question is what aspect of their lives are we concerned with.
Should we be interested in whether the people have equdly good lives overdl - in their
overdl wdl-being or ‘welfare ? Or should we have more tangible ams, like equdity of
income and weal th? Should our focus be on outcomes such as educationd attainment, or on
the opportunities people have for achieving these? The question hereis ‘ equdity of what?

Even the task of defining the rdationship of equdity can be gpproached in different
ways. The clearest case is where two groups or individuas have the same amount of
something, like the same incomes. But thisis alimited modd of equdity. It does not seem to
be stretching the idea of equdity too much, for instance, to say that the am of ensuring that
everyone s basic needs are satisfied is an egditarian one, even though this may not involve
an equd didribution of anything in particular. Again, it iswiddy conddered egditarian to
give priority to the worst off, even if this does not go so far asto ensure thet everyoneis
equally well off. And it is surdly an egditarian position to say that there should be a much
more equd digtribution of income, even if no one thinks that incomes should be absolutely
equality. To take adifferent kind of example, ardationship in which a hushand dominates
his wifeis dearly an unequd rdaionship. But is an equa marriage one in which each spouse

has the same amountsof something? So the third question is *wheat type of relationship?
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Thus, equdity can be defined in terms of both individuas and awide variety of groups,
it can relate to many different dimensions of people slives, and it can refer to many different
types of relationship, al of these differences having some kind of basisin the idea of treating
people as equds. It follows that far from being asingleidea, equdity refersto countless
idess, which may have very different implications and may even beincompatible (Ree et d
1981). Another consequence of the variety of ideas of equdity isthat what wethink of asan
egditarian palitica outlook may be better expressed in terms of a set of related principles of
equdity rather than in terms of asingle principle. It may even be that sgnificantly different
types of egditarian congder their views to be based on the same fundamentd principlesof
equdity, and differ most in terms of what they think these principles entail.

Over the last century, there have been many attempts to define equality and to classify
types of egditarianism. The framework developed hereis only one dternative, whichwe
think is particularly relevant to contemporary developed societies and to the interdisciplinary
and practicd project of equdity studies. Wetry to rdate it to some of the mgjor theorists of
equdlity, but they do not dl fit in very neetly. That is because the categories are meant to
distinguish broad approaches to equality rather than to analyse particular theories, and broad
classfications dways involve a certain amount of smplification and generdisation. Theorising
about equality is congtantly chalenged both by new academic work and even more
importantly by socid movements of the margindised and oppressed. The framework below
is meant for now, not forever. It is meant to be open enough to dlow for different
interpretations and perspectives. And it is designed to berdeively & la carte: to dlow for
someone to have liberd egditarian viewsin one respect, while believing in equdity of

condition in another.
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Basic equality

Badic equdity is the cornerstone for dl egditarian thinking: the ideathat at some very
basc levd dl human beings have equa worth and importance, and therefore are equaly
worthy of concern and respect. It is not easy to explain quite what these ideas amount to,
snce many of the people who claim to hold them defend awide range of other inequdlities,
including the view that some people deserve more concern and respect than others. Perhaps
what isredly involved in basic equdity isthe ideathat every human being deserves some
basic minimum of concern and respect, placing a least some limits on what it isto trest
someone as a human being. At any rate, that is how we will define basic equdity here.2

The minimum standards involved in the idea of basic equdity are far from trivid. They
include prohibitions againgt inhuman and degrading trestment and at least some commitment
to satisfying peopl€ s most basic needs. In aworld in which rape, torture and other crimes
againg humanity are adaily occurrence, and in which millions of people die every year from
want of the most basic necessities, the idea of basic equaity remains a powerful force for
action and for change. Y et taken on its own, it remains arather minimalist idea. On its own,
it does not challenge widespread inequdities in peopl€e s living conditions or evenin ther avil
rights or educationa and economic opportunities. It cals on usto prevent inhumanity, but it
does not necessarily couch its message in terms of justice as distinct from charity. These
stronger ideas only arise in more robust forms of egditarianiam, of the sort to which the rest
of this chapter is devoted.

It issurprisngly hard to provide any argumentsfor basic equdity. Most people take it
for granted that inhuman trestment and degtitution are wrong; these ideas seem to be built

into the very idea of mordity. They are in any case the common assumptions of al modern
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political outlooks. We will not survey al these outlooks here. Instead, we will concentrate
on avariety of ideas which are particularly important for our times and which candl damto
be genuindy egditarian.

Liberal egalitarianism

Liberadlism hasitsalf been interpreted in many different ways, dl of them embracing
basic equality but varying quite alot in terms of the other types of equdity they bdievein.
We mean to include among liberd egditarians only those liberds who move well beyond
basic equdity: postions which might be called ‘left liberdism’ and which are often found in
socid democratic political movements. Liberd egditarians typically define equdity interms
of individuas rather than groups. But beyond this common assumption, liberd egditarians
hold awide range of views3
Equality of what?

Liberd egditarians vary considerably in their replies to the question, ‘ Equdity of
what?*4 What Utimatdy matters, surely, is people's well-being: how well their lives are
actudly going. So in thinking about equdity, one sfirs impulseisto cdl for equdity of well-
being. Unfortunately, that principle faces some serious problems. Firgt of dl, people have
very different conceptions of what their well-being conggtsin - very different vaues
concerning the good life. It would be wrong to define equdity in away that reflected only
one view about what mattersin life. A second mgor problem isto build into egditarian
principles an appropriate recognition of people’ s respongbility for their own lives. Even a
basic respect for individuasimplies a respect for their ability to make important choicesin
their lives, which may work out for better or worse. By contrast, strict equality of well-being

would seem to commit us to taking collective responsibility for every aspect of peopl€'s
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lives. For these reasons, al contemporary egditarian theorists have moved at least one step
away from the idea of equdity of well-being, emphasising in oneway or another the
conditions that enable people to pursue their own aims rather than well-being itsdf. But they
disagree on how these conditions should be specified.

Beow, we identify some of the key factors that affect nearly everyone' swell-being or
quality of life. We treat these as fivedimensions of equality: respect and recognition,
resources, work, power, and love, care and solidarity. In choosing these five dimensions,
we hope to provide aframework which not only helps to map the differences between
liberd egditarians and equality of condition, but also makesit eeser to andyseinequality
and to develop indtitutions and policies for the future. We recognise that the five dimensions
do not necessarily pick out every aspect of equality and inequdity that may be of
sociologica or politicd interest. But wethink it is sufficiently broad to cover most of the
issues that contemporary egdlitarians are concerned with.>
What kind of relationship?

A key assumption of liberd egditariansisthat there will dways be mgor inequdities
between peoplein their Status, resources, work and power. The role of the idea of equality
isto provide afair bass for managing these inequdities, by strengthening the minimum to
which everyoneis entitled and by using equdity of opportunity to regulate the competition
for advantage. Liberds vary in both these respects. For some, the minimum to which dl
should be entitled bardly differs from basic equdity. Others have a more generous idea of
the minimum, for example by using an expanded idea of what count as basic needs, or by
defining poverty in rdaion to the normad activities of a particular society. The most ambitious

liberd principle is Rawls s difference principle, which states that * sociad and economic
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inequalities should work ‘to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged’ members of
society (Rawls, 1971, p. 83; 1993, p. 6; 2001, pp. 42-43).

Liberd equdity of opportunity means that people should in some sense have an equa
chance to compete for socid advantages. This principle has two mgjor interpretations. The
firgt, non-discrimination or ‘forma’ equa opportunity, is classcaly expressed in the French
Declaration of the Rights of Man (1789) as the principle that dl citizens ‘are equdly digible
for dl positions, posts and public employments in accordance with their abilities (Art. 6). A
stronger form of equa opportunity inssts that people should not be advantaged or
hampered by their socid backgound, and that their prospectsin life should depend entirely
on their own effort and abilities. Rawls cdls this principle ‘fair equa opportunity’ (1971, p.
73; 2001, pp. 43-44) .6

To make these ideas more concrete, we now ook & the five dimensions of equdity,
and a some of thewaysin which liberd egditarians have applied the ideas of a minimum
standards and equa opportunity in each case.

1. Respect and recognition: universal citizenship, toleration and the private sphere

A fundamenta dementin the thinking of libera egditariansisther commitment to
‘socid’ equdity in the sense of recognising the equd public status of dl citizens and of
tolerating individua and group differences, so long as they respect basic rights. The principle
that in the public realm we dl share an equa gaus as citizensis along-standing democratic
belief. Theideaisthat regardiess of our relationsin other, non- public spheres - the
economy, religion, family life, private associations- we should relate to each other as equas
when we are acting as citizens concerned with the collective life of our societies. Inthis

public sphere, we should abstract from al those differences of class, gender, ethnicity and so
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on which differentiate us from each other, and meet on the basis of our common identity as
citizens. This principle of equa statusis reflected in such practices as universa suffrage and
the decline in the use of differentiating titles (Wazer 1983: ch. 11; Miller 1997).

The idea of toleration is aother deeply entrenched part of the libera tradition, arising
from the religious conflicts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The citizens of
modern, plurdist societies disagree about many fundamenta issues of what mettersin life
and how we should live, and these disagreements are embodied in their different religious
commitments, culturd traditions, sexud preferences, family vaues and so on. We have
different ‘ conceptions of the good', asit is sometimes put. Each of us may deeply
disapprove of the values of others. But rather than act to suppress these values and to
impose our own, we should tolerate them and ‘live and let live . Thistoleration is embedded
in freedom of conscience and opinion and in the protection of persond relationships from
outside interference. It supports the idea that the basic congtitutiona arrangements of our
societies should asfar as possible be impartia among these different beliefs.

These dements of the thinking of liberal egditarians are rlated to the distinction they
make in the name of persona freedom between those aspects of human life that are subject
to socid and legd regulation and those which are protected againgt any such interference, a
distinction sometimes phrased in terms of the ‘public’ versus the ‘private’.” The idea of
religious toleration was facilitated by thinking of rdligious belief and practice as aprivate
concern that was not an gppropriate object of public regulation. Another less explicit
exemption was the redm of the family, dlowing for male dominance of family &ffairs
regardless of the degree to which women were able to achieve equdlity in other aress.

Neither of these exemptions has been absolute- religions aren't alowed to perform blood
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sacrifices, hushands aren't dlowed to murder their wives. But the public/private digtinction,
coupled with the principle of toleration, has protected important spheres of life from
egditarian chdlenges.®

Although these ideas of universd citizenship, toleration and the private sphere are meant
to define a sense in which every member of society has an equa status, they are generaly
consdered by liberd egditarians to be compatible with huge differencesin socia esteem.
Everyone has aright to the status of citizen, but socid esteem hasto be earned by
achievement and istherefore inevitably unequd. In thisregard, asin others, it ismore
accurate to think of liberd egditarianism as combining the idea of a minimum entitlement with
the idea of equa opportunity than to see it as committed to strictly equal respect (cf. Walzer,
1985, ch. 11).
2. Resources. poverty relief and the difference principle

The second dimension of libera egditarianism concerns the distribution of what can be
called resources in awide sense of the term. The most obvious resources are income and
wesdlth, and these are the resources thet liberal egditarians typicaly concentrate on.
Assuming that Sgnificant inequdlity in the didtribution of resources inevitable, liberd
egditarians am to regulate thisinequality by combining aminimum floor or sefety net with a
principle of equa opportunity.® The minimum floor isalogicd extenson of the basic
egditarian commitment to satisfying basic human needs and a centra idea of the modern
welfare state. Quite where the floor should be and how it should be defined is a continuing
issue for liberd egditarians, illustrated in debates about whether poverty is ‘absolute’ or

‘relaive’ and whether it can be defined entirely in terms of income or has to include other
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resources. The key point isthat these liberd egditarians are more concerned with eiminating
poverty than promoting equality of resources.

A more demanding liberd egditarian principle, at least in theory, is Rawls s difference
principle. Like other liberal egditarians, Rawls assumes that there will be mgor economic
inequalities, explaining that ‘the function of unequd digtributive sharesis to cover the costs of
training and education, to attract individuals to places and associations where they are most
needed from a socid point of view, and so on’ (1971, p. 315). But rather than aming smply
at bringing everyone above the poverty line, the worst off should be brought as high up the
economic scale as possible. How far this approach takes us towardsfull equdity of
resources depends on the degree of inequality necessary to perform the function Rawls sees
forit. Soitishard to judgein practicad terms quite how much the difference principle
departs from an anti- poverty position.

Because liberd egditarians take inequality of resourcesto be inevitable, they are
concerned to ensure that the competition for advantage is asfair as possble and that it is
governed by equa opportunity. One of the most difficult problems for liberd egditariansis
thet thisisaforlorn hope. Mgor socid and economic inequditiesinevitably undermine al
but the thinnest forms of equa opportunity, because privileged parents will dways find ways
of advantaging their children in an unequa society.

3. The benefits and burdens of work: occupational equal opportunity

Work isa centrd fact of human life, but it is double - edged. In some respectsitisa
burden, something people have to be induced to do by threeat or reward. In other waysit is
abenefit, not just because it isamagor factor determining status, resources and power but

because it provides opportunities for socid contact, persond satisfaction and sdlf-redization.
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Work isimmensdly varied, consisting of dl forms of productive activity, whether paid or
unpaid and whether in the forma economy or not. It includes the work people do in
households and voluntary bodies, in palitics and classrooms. If liberd egditarians were
interested in equality with respect to work, they would need to consider these facorswith
care. But as with other dimensions of equdity, they assume that there will be mgjor
inequdities of work.

Perhgps surprisingly, liberd egditarians have paid little atention to minimum standards.
The ideathat everyone has aright to work, under minimaly decent conditions, is common
enough in the modern world. For example, the Universa Declaration of Human Rights states
that * Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable
conditions of work and to protecion againgt unemployment’ (Article 23, sec. 1). But that
idea does not feature much in the writings of libera egditarian theorists. Nor, teking work as
aburden, do liberd egditarians have much to say about either the minimum or maximum
burden any member of society should bear.™

The centra libera egditarian principle for deding with work, then, is equa opportunity.
The ‘formd’ interpretation of equa opportunity inspires anti-discrimination legidation which
makesit illegd to deny education or work to people because of their religion, sex or other
specified characteristics. Some countries dso prohibit ‘indirect’” discrimination, which isthe
use of irrdlevant criteriawhich favour one group over ancther. An example would be the
requirement for employees to be a certain height, if it has no job-related basi's, because this
indirectly discriminetes againgt women. Rawls s principle of ‘fair equal opportunity’ has
stronger implications, implying that the educationd system should try to compensate for the

obstacles people from working class and other disadvantaged backgrounds facein
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developing their talents compared to people from privileged backgrounds. Since most
educationa systemsdo too little in this regard, ancother implication of fair equal opportunity is
the development of ‘ affirmative action’: policies for helping members of disadvantaged
groups to compete for and obtain education and jobs. The reasoning isthat if members of
these groups are under- represented in, say, universities or the professions, this must be
because they have not had equa opportunities to develop ther abilities. Affirmative action is
away of improving the baance a alater sage, ensuring greater equaity of opportunity
overdl.

Under ether interpretation of equal gpportunity, it isleft to the operation of socid
inditutions - in particular the market and the family - to decide who ends up in which
occupations and how tasks are distributed among these occupations. The benefits and
burdens attached to different kinds of work are taken as given, even though this has the
effect of consgning some people to lives of unmitigated toil.

4. Power relations:. civil and personal rights and liberal democracy

Thefourth dimension of liberd egditarianism concernsrdations of power. The
protection of basic civil and persond rights againgt the powerful, particularly the state, isa
centra and long-standing ideawithin liberaism. These rightsinclude the prohibition of
davery, of torture and of crud, inhuman or degrading punishment. They encompass equdity
before the law, protection againg arbitrary arrest and aright to the due process of law. Also
included are such rights as freedom of movement, the right to own property, freedom of
thought, conscience and religion, freedom of opinion and expression and freedom of
association. These civil and persond rights are familiar features of modern libera regimes

and can be found in such documents as the American Bill of Rights (1789, athough it took
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another 75 years and a civil war before davery was prohibited), the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948), the European Convention on Human Rights (1950) and the
Internationa Covenant on Civil and Politicd Rights (1976). Quite what isincluded in these
rights and how they are specified and interpreted has varied. But taken overal, they are one
way of setting limits on the degree of inequdity of power any society should tolerate.

Liberaism aso has along-standing association with democracy and a certain
conception of politica equdity. The principle that every citizen has an equd say through the
balot box, and the extension of this principle over the past two centuriesto al socid classes,
to women and to ethnic minorities, is clearly an egditarian idea, and it plays an important
role both in reducing economic inequality and in expressing the equa atus of dl citizens.
But we need to contrast these equa poalitica rights with the fact that economicaly and
culturaly dominant groups have much more influence on public policy in dl liberd
democracies than disadvantaged groups. Liberal democracy aso assumes that there will
necessarily be apower gap between ordinary voters and the people they eect. Elections are
seen, primarily, as amethod for choosing and limiting the power of decison-makersrather
than as a means by which the people engage in sdf-rule in any meaningful sense. A further
feature of liberd democracy isits concentration on what is generaly considered ‘ politics,,
neglecting power inequditiesin the economy, the family, religion and other areas? Liberd
democracy and the conception of political equaity that goes with it are thus themselvesin
line with the generd ideathat liberd equdity isabout regulating inequdlity rather than
diminating it. They provide, as before, both a basic minimum and akind of equa

opportunity - largely forma in character - for achieving and exercisng power.
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5. Love, care and solidarity: a private affair

Thefifth dimension of equdity we want to identify is conspicuous by its absence from
thework of mogt liberd egditarians. It isthe dimension of love, care and solidarity. When
we think of the conditions human beings typicaly need for even aminimaly decert life, it is
clear enough that relations of love, care and solidarity with others belong on the ligt, a point
too obvious to labour. But when we turn to the work of libera egditarians, thereislittle
discusson of thisimportant good. Oneline of feminigt criticism of liberd egditarianism has
taken this absence to be a symptom of a misplaced emphasis on justice, and has contrasted
this approach with the idea of an ethic of care (see for example Behabib, 1992, ch. 6; Held,
1995; cf. Kymlicka, 2002, ch. 9). But in our view, it is an important issue of equadity, and
therefore of justice, to ask who has access to, and who is denied, relations of love, care and
solidarity, whether these relations are reciproca or asymmetrical, and whether societies
operate in ways which help to stisfy or frustrate this human need. Quite how to characterise
equdity in this dimension, and how to promote it, are difficult questions. But that is different
from ignoring it dtogether.

The most plausible explanation of the liberd egditarian neglect of love, care and
solidarity is that liberd's see these as private matters which individuas should work out for
themsdlves. That stance Sits uncomfortably with the fact that many of the indtitutions of libera
societies are both dependent upon and have a direct impact on these relatiorships. One of
the central concerns of contemporary feminism has been to emphasise the degree to which
adl societies rely on the love and care typicaly provided by women to children and other
dependents. More generdly, the emotiona support people get from family and friends plays

avita rolein sustaining their capacity to function as workers and citizens. At the same time,
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the organisation of work and transportation has an obvious impact on the amount of time
workers can spend with their families. And the way the State organises residentid facilities
for disabled people, or denies accommodation to Travellers or homeless people, has ahuge
impact on their persond relaionships. So it is not surprising that thisis an area of
tremendous importance in the everyday lives of peoplein liberal societies. Aswith the issue
of work, the concerns of ordinary people are ahead of those of libera egditarian theory.

Were we to construct a more adequate libera- egditarian gpproach to love, care and
olidarity, the naturd place to start would be with the ideas of a minimum standard and equd
opportunity. We would have to consider how to ensure that every member of society had
access to an adequate range of loving, caring and solidary relationships, and to address
those aspects of our societies which frugtrate thisimportant human need. We would aso
have to consder whether socid arrangements systematically work in ways that make it
harder for some groups of people to meet these needs than for other groups, since this
would be contrary to equa opportunity. But in keeping with the generd shape of libera
egditarian ideas, we would congder it inevitable that some people would have much greater
access to relations of love, care and solidarity than others®™®
Reform of existing social structures

The discussion so far has concentrated on the key principles endorsed by libera
egditarians, but the picture would be incomplete without discussng how they think of these
principles as being implemented: what socid structures or ingtitutions are necessary to put
these principles into practice? The vison libera egditarians have of the how the world
operates and of the possibility of change seems to be based on the assumption that the

fundamental structures of modern welfare states are at least in broad outline the best we are
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cgpable of . In saying this we do not mean to imply thet liberd egditarians think that we live
in the best of dl possible worlds or that there islittle we can do to improve the way we
manage our societies. But we think they are convinced that certain key features of modern
welfare states - including representative government, amixed economy, a developed system
of socid welfare, ameritocratic educationa system, aspecidised and hierarchica divison of
labour - define the inditutiona framework within which any progress towards equdity can
be made, and that the task for egditariansis to make various adjustments to these structures
rather than to dter them in fundamenta ways.2# It is partly because these structures
inevitably produce inequdity thet liberd egditarians think that inequality is unavoidable, and
that the egditarian agenda must be defined in terms of regulating inequdlity rather than
diminating it.
Justifying liberal equality

Theviews of liberd egditarians represent atremendous chdlenge not just to the
inequdities of pre capitaist societies but aso to the entrenched inequdlities of the
contemporary world. Can this chalenge be mordly justified? Many of the arguments put
forward by liberd egditarians are rooted in the idea of basic equdity, the claim of every
human being to basic concern and respect. If we are to take these ideas serioudy in the
context of modern societies in which people have complex and diverse needs and differ
profoundly in their mora and politica bdliefs, we must surely take Seps to tolerate their
differences, to protect their persona freedoms, and to enable them to participate in
decison-making. The ideas of concern and respect aso support the principle that everyone
should have a decent standard of living, including the resources necessary to exercise their

rights and freedoms. The most digtinctive idea of liberd egditarians, equal opportunity, can
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be seen as away of showing basic respect and concern for human beings as rationa agents
with differing talents and amhbitions. Of course, these remarks are not afully developed
argument for liberd egditarian ideas: they merdly indicate the ways in which many authors
have attempted to construct one. In any case, the principles of liberd egditarians arein fact
widely accepted in contemporary welfare states (Miller, 1992). But are these principles
strong enough? We argue below that they are not.

Basic equality, liberal egalitarianism and human rights

One of the most powerful political advances of our times has been the devel opment of
an internationa movement in support of human rights. Defined over severa decades of
activism and internationd negotiation, the human rights agendaiswidely seen as setting
universal minimum standards for the ways people can be trested, particularly by
governments. Theidea of human rightsis afundamentally egditarian idea, resting asit does
on the Universd Dedlaration’s claim that * All human beings are barn free and equd in dignity
and rights (Art. 1).

In relation to our spectrum of egditarian views, the human rights agenda clearly
encompasses basic equdlity. It isaso closdy connected to liberd egditarianism because it is
primarily concerned with the setting of minimum standards and promoating key principles of
non-discrimination. Some of the principles proclamed by liberd egditarians are more
demanding than those included in the mgor human rights documents. For example, Rawls's
principle of fair equa opportunity and his difference principle are both stronger than anything
found in the Universa Dedlaration or the European Convention on Human Rights. But libera

egditarians and human rights activists have broadly smilar ams. This fact aone should
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remind us of the strength of the case for liberd egditarianism and the degree to which its
principles have achieved widespread support.
Equality of condition

Liberd egditarianism is based on the assumption that mgjor inequdities are inevitable
and that our task isto make them fair. The idea of equdlity of condition defines a much more
ambitious am: to diminate mgor inequdities atogether, or at least massively to reduce the
current scae of inequdity. 1> The key to this much more ambitious agendais to recognise that
inequdity isrooted in changing and changeable socid sructures, and particularly in
structures of domination and oppression. These structures create, and continualy reproduce,
the inequditieswhich liberd egditarians see asinevitable. But since socid structures have
changed inthe padt, it isa least conceivable that they could be deliberately changed in the
future. Exactly how to name and analyse these structures and their interaction is a matter of
continuing debate, but one way or another they clearly include capitalism (a predominantly
market- based economy in which the means of production are privately owned and
controlled), patriarchy (systems of gender relationships which privilege men over women),
racism (socid systems which divide peopleinto ‘races and privilege some ‘races over
others) and other systems of oppression.6

This emphasis on socid sructuresin explaining inequdity affects the way equality of
condition should be understood. In contrast to the tendency of liberd egditariansto focuson
the rights and advantages of individuas, equdity of condition aso pays attention to the rights
and advantages of groups. In contrast to libera egdlitarians tendency to concentrate on how
things are distributed, equality of condition pays more attention to how people are related,

particularly through power reaions. In contragt to the tendency of liberd egditarians to treet
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individuas as respongible for their successes and failures, equdity of condition emphasises
the influence of socid factors on peopl€e’s choices and actions. These contrasts should not
be overdated, but they do affect how equality of condition is defined, as will become clearer
by looking at its central idess.

Discussons of equdity sometimes contrast the liberd idea of equdity of opportunity
with the idea of equdity of outcome. Although the distinction has a point, it can be
mideading, since equdity of condition is aso concerned with people having awide range of
choices, not with their al ending up the same. The differenceisin how equa opportunity is
understood. Liberal equa opportunity is about fairness in the competition for advantage. It
implies that there will be winners and losers, people who do well and people who do badly.
An ‘opportunity’ in this context is the right to compete, not the right to choose among
dternatives of smilar worth. So two people can have equa opportunitiesin this sense even if
one of them has no red prospect of achieving anything of value. For example, asociety in
which only 15 per cent of the population attend third level education could in thisliberd
sense give everyone an equa opportunity to do so, even though in astronger senseit would
clearly be denying the opportunity for third level education to 85 per cent of the population.

Equdlity of condition is about opportunitiesin this stronger sense, what might be called
real options or real choices. In the dimension of respect and recognition, it is about the
freedom to live on€e s life without the burden of contempt and enmity from the dominant
culture. In the dimension of resources, it is about having roughly the same range of resource-
dependent options as others. In the dimension of work, it means ensuring thet everyoneis
enabled to develop their talents and abilities, and that everyone has ared choice anong

occupations thet they find satisfying or fulfilling. In the dimension of power, it meansthe
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roughly equa ability of each person to influence the decisonsthat affect their lives In the
dimension of love, care and solidarity, it means promoting circumstances in which everyone
can form aroughly equa range of vauable human attachments. Inevitably these fidds of
choice will lead to different outcomes, but these outcomes, precisdy because they are the
result of choices among dternatives of smilar worth, and thereby |eave people with roughly
smilar progpects for further choices, represent the best interpretation of the idea of equaity
of condition. To make these ideas more precise, we return to the five dimensions of equdlity.
1. Respect and recognition: critical inter-culturalism

Like liberd egditarianism, equdity of condition includes the principle of universa
citizenship as an expression of the basic equality of satus of dl citizens Whereit differsfrom
liberdismisin relation to the idess of toleration and the public/private digtinction. The libera
tradition’s commitment to respecting and tolerating differencesis one of its great strengths.
However, critics of liberdism have pointed out that toleration is not dways quite what it
seems, sinceit is perfectly possible to tolerate someone while retaining a sense of one' sown
superiority. Thus, dominant cultures can ‘tolerate’ subordinate ones, but not vice versa. The
dominant view is till seen asthe norma one, while the tolerated view is seen as deviant.
Thereis no suggestion that the dominant view may itsdf be questionable, or that an
appreciaion of and interaction with subordinate views could be vauable for both sides’

For these reasons, supporters of equality of condition tend to talk about the
appreciation or celebration of diversty, and to say that differences from the norm are to be
welcomed and learned from rather than smply permitted. We should be glad to havein a
multi- culturd society, to live among people with different sexud orientations, and so on.

Whilethis shift from ‘tolerate’ to ‘celebrate’ is of red vaue, it can midead usinto thinking
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that it is wrong to criticise beliefs we disagree with, that the paliticaly correct view isto
cherish dl difference. That could not possibly be a coherent position, if for no other reason
than that not every group is prepared to celebrate - or evento tolerate- others. In fact, one
of the common themes of writers who want to celebrate difference is that the dominant
culture itself needsto be critically assessed, particularly if its sense of identity depends on
belittling others. And since it seemsto be the case that al cultures are shaped by oppressive
traditions, none can be considered to be above criticism.

This conclusion is srengthened by a significant difference between liberd egditarianism
and equdity of condition concerning the definition of the ‘private’ sphere, the area of life that
ought to be protected from regulation by either law or socid convention. Equality of
condition accepts the idea of a private sphere, but it regjects the way that sphere has been
defined in the past for protecting certain forms of oppression: in particular, the oppression of
women and children inside both families and religions (Okin, 1989; Cohen, 2000; Kymlicka
2002, ch. 9). If we are truly committed to equality of recognition, we cannot cordon off
these important spheres of life from critical scrutiny. By redrawing the line between public
and private, equdity of condition widens the scope for criticising and transforming both
dominant and subordinate cultures.

In the end, we show more respect for others by engaging criticaly with their beliefs than
by adopting alaissezfaire titude. The redl task isto engage in such criticiam in an open
and didogicd spirit, instead of speaking from the presumed superiority of one' s own way of
thinking. Such a diaogue often reved s thet there is more common ground between
gpparently divergent views than meets the eye, and that there are centres of resistance within

even the most oppressive cultures.1® We have adopted the labdl “ critical inter-culturdism’
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for this rdation of mutudly supportive and critica did ogue between members of different
socid groups.

The principle of critica inter-culturalism appliesto awide range of socid indtitutions, as
the chaptersin Part || demongtrate. How law, politics and the economy operate are dl
sgnificant in reinforaing or denying respect and recognition. But these issues are particularly
taken up in chapters 10 and 11, in our discussions of education and language.

We noted above that liberd egditarians are generdly quite comfortable with inequality
of socid esteem. Perhaps this is because most libera egditarian theorists are members of
high- status professons. The world looks very different from the point of view of those with
low socid status, who are in a position to recognise more clearly the contribution of
accidert, indoctrination and fashion in deciding who is due high esteem and who is not. For
as long as human beings exi<, there will dways be attitudes of admiration and disdain, but
the idea of equdity of condition cals on usto limit their range. Without such limits, inequity
of eteem isdl too easily trandated into inequdity in al of the other dimensions of equdity.
2. Equality of resources

In contragt to liberd egditarianism, equality of condition aims a what can best be
described as equality of resources. Like liberd egditarianism, it recognises income and
wealth as key resources. But the idea of resources naturally includes a number of other
goods which people find useful in achieving their amsin life. For example, Bourdieu (1936)
has emplesized the importance to peopl€' s prospects of what he cals socia and cultura
capital. Socid capital consists of the network of socid relationships to which people have
access, while cultura capitd isthe cultura knowledge, abilities and credentialsthey can

make use of. A person’s resources aso include those aspects of their access to goods and
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sarvices that are not determined solely by income and wedlth, such as their rights to public
sarvices like hedlth care and education and ther right not to be excluded from privately
provided goods and services by discriminatory treatment. Finaly, resources al'so include
environmentd factors such as a safe and hedthy environment, the geographica arrangement
of dties, the accessibility of buildings, and so on. 19

Equdlity of condition accepts the urgency of satisfying basic needs and providing a
safety net againgt poverty. But itswider understanding of resources helps usto recognise a
wider range of needs than some liberd egditarians are inclined to attend to and to take a
less market-oriented view of how these needs should be satisfied. For example, people with
physicd impairments not only need higher incomes than those without these impairments, but
aso changes in the physica environment which promote their inclusion into the activities thet
others take for granted.

Beyond the levd of need, equdity of condition aimsfor aworld in which people's
overall resources are much more equal than they are now, so that peopl€e' s prospectsfor a
good life are roughly smilar. Because of the multi-faceted and disputable nature of well-
being, and the complicated relationship between resources and prospects for well-being, we
cannot hope for any precise account of equadity of resources. It certainly cannot be equated
with the idea that everyone should have the same income and wesdlth, because people have
different needs and because there are so many other important resources to take account of .
Aswe discuss below, thereis dso a case for permitting modest inequditiesin income to
offset inequdities in the burden of work. But if these are the only kinds of reason thet would
judtify inequality of income and weslth, it follows that people who have smilar needs and

who work in smilarly demanding occupations for smilar anounts of time should have the
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same income and wedlth. This principleimplies, for example, that manua workers should be
paid as much as office workers, that there should be no significant differences in income and
wedlth between women and men, peope of colour and whites, or disabled and non-
disabled people, and that public services should serve these different groups equaly well. So
equdlity of condition would certainly involve a drametic change in the distribution of income
and wedlth and in access to public services. In adopting this view, we rgect the liberal belief
that substantid inequaities of resources are inevitable. 20
3. Working as equals

As mentioned earlier, work isin some respects a burden, in others a benefit. In our
societies, bath the burdens and benefits of work are unequally distributed, and those who
shoulder the greatest burdens often receive the least benefit. The burden of menid work is
generdly accompanied by the lowest possible wages and working conditions. The burdens
of caring in individua households are typicaly unpaid, unrecognised, and carried out with
little support (Kittay, 1999). Equdity of condition involves areversd of these inequdities, s0
that both the burdens and the benefits of work are much more equally shared, and thet the
conditions under which people work are much more equa in character. Where some people
continue to take on greater burdens, it is consstent with the idea of equality of condition for
them to receive greater benefits. The aim should be to ensure that people are roughly equally
wel| off taking both burdens and benefitsinto account.

The most fundamentd change involved in equdity of condition would bein the divison
of labour, so that everyone has the prospect of satisfying work. Thiswould affect both the
benefits and burdens of work, since tedious, unsatisfying work can be a crushing burden and

satisfying work has intringc benefits. The current division of labour is not sacrosanct. It isthe
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result of economic structures which function primarily for the purpose of maximizing profits
in adeeply unequa world. To be sure, human life depends on the completion of many
tedious and disagreeable tasks and will continue to do so. But it isamatter of socia
organisation whether these tasks are concentrated in particular occupations or fairly shared
among the population as awhole. The divison of society into those who define tasks and
those who merdly execute them is unjust and needs to be radicaly reconceived (Y oung,
1990, ch. 7).

A restructured divison of labour would have important implications for education and
training, in at least two ways. Firs, it would require a system of education that enabled
everyone to develop the skills and talents necessary for pursuing worthwhile occupationa
choices. But secondly, since going to school isitsdf akind of work, it would require usto
think of how to make dl forms of education more satisfying in their own right.

One of the forms of work that has been most neglected by liberd egditariansisthe
work of loving and caring: work that is done primarily by women and is primarily unpaid.#
Deve oping the human capacities to form and maintain solidary relations takes time, energy
and commitment. It iswork of an emotiond kind, especialy in the developmenta stages of
life, but dso in adulthood (Delphy and Leonard, 1992). It takes an intense and prolonged
engagement with others to establish and maintain relaions of solidarity and bonds of
affection, to provide moral support, to maintain friendships, to give people a sense of
belonging and to make them fed good. Caring labour and love labour are demanding on our
energies and resources (Lynch, 1989; Lynch and McLoughlin, 1995). Equality of condition

requires that thiswork should be recognised, supported and shared (cf. Kittay, 1999).
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Equality of condition does not entail the right of every person to the job of their choice.
That would clearly be unredlistic. So who does what remains an important issue and equdity
of condition has to incorporate fair principles of occupationa equal opportunity. There are
other issues about work that are harder to think through, for example the role and
distribution of voluntary and unpaid work in an egditarian society, and the question of
whether everyone has an obligation to do some kind of useful work. But the guiding
principle is that the overdl benefits and burdens of work should be as equd as possible. 22
4. Equality of power

A fourth area of concern for equality of condition is the pervasive nature of power
relationsin al societies. Equality of condition recognises the dangers of state power, and
retains the liberd commitment to basic civil and persond rights, including the right to
persond private property. But since the generd right to private property enshrined in some
declarations of rights, including the Irish Condtitution (Arts. 40.3.2 and 43), can be used to
protect the economic power of the privileged, equdity of condition has to involve amore
limited definition of whet this right involves. And because socid Structures often involve the
systematic oppression of socid groups, equdity of condition may entail creating certain
group-based rights, for example the right of members of alinguistic minority to educate their
children in therr first language or the right of an ethnic minority to politica representation.
Thisis not a blanket endorsement of the right of socia groups to behave in any way they
choose towards their members, which would go beyond even liberd forms of the
publichrivate distinction. It is a recognition that specific group-based rights may sometimes

promote equality of power. We return to these issuesin Chapters 7, 9 and 11.
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Asdiscussed earlier, liberd democracy has a rictly limited impact on power
inequdlities, leaving dominant groups largely unchalenged in the politica sphere and
neglecting many other types of power dtogether. Yet it is precisely these power relations
which sugtain inequality between privileged and oppressed groups. Equdity of condition
responds to these limitations on two fronts. Firgt of al, it supports a stronger, more
participatory form of palitics in which ordinary citizens, and particularly groups who have
been excluded from power dtogether, can have more control over decision-making.
Strengthened local government, closer accountability for elected representatives, procedures
to ensure the participation of marginalised groups and wider access to information and
technica expertise are some of the dements of thisradica democratic programme, which is
discussed in grester detail in Chapter 7.

The second aspect of equaity of power isto challenge power in other areas, such as
the economy, the family, education and religion. The agenda here includes democratic
management of individual firms and democratic control over key planning issues for the
locd, nationa and globa economy. It involves regjecting the power of husbands over wives
and questioning the power relations between parents and children. It means a democrétic,
co-operaive modd of education. It implies that the power structures of rdigious
organisations are just as open to question as those of the secular world. Some of these
power relations are discussed in chapters 8 to 11.

In both cases, the am is to promote equaity of power rather than to contain inequalities

of power, recognising that power takes many forms, is often diffuse and has to be

chdlenged in many different ways
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5. Affective equality

All human beings have the capacity for intimecy, attachment and expressive relations
with others. We dl recognize and fed some sense of affiliation and concern for others. We
vaue the various forms of socid engagement that emanate from such rdaions and we define
oursdvesin terms of them. Solidary bonds of friendship ar kinship are frequently what bring
meaning, warmth and joy to life. Being deprived of the capacity to develop such supportive
affective rdations, or of the experience of engaging in them when one has the capacity, is
therefore a serious human deprivation. Emotiond nurturanceis dso afundamenta
prerequisite for human development. Relations of solidarity, care and love hdp to establish a
basic sense of importance, value and belonging, a sense of being appreciated, wanted and
cared for. Being deprived of intimate bonds of love and care inhibits the development of
those emotiond capatiilities required for maintaining relations of companionship and
solidarity with others.

These facts show that, at the very least, an adequate conception of equaity must
involve acommitment to satisfying the basic need for love, care and solidarity. But aswith
other dimensons of equdity, the question arises of whether securing abasc minimum is
enough to am for. Equality of condition surdly involves a more ambitious god, asociety in
which peopl€' s progpects for loving, caring and solidary relationships are roughly equa. To
achievethisgod, we will need to change structures and ingtitutions which systematicaly
impede peopl€ s opportunities to develop such relationships, including the organisation of
paid work, processes of gender - stereotyping and the gendered division of labour, attitudes
and indtitutiona arrangements concerning disability, and of course the burdens of poverty

and deprivation. Societies cannot make anyone love anyone dse, and in this sense the right
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to have loving, caring and solidary relaions is unenforceable. But societies can work to
establish the conditions in which these relationships can thrive, and in which no one faces
systemdticaly worse prospects for enjoying them. As noted above, akey element in this
task isto make sure that the work involved in providing love and careis properly
recognised, supported and shared.
Challenge to existing structures

It seems clear enough that equality of condition chalenges the basic structures of
contemporary societies. A predominantly capitalist economy continudly creates and
reproduces inequalities in people s resources and work; it relies on and perpetuates
inequalities of power and gatus; it places tremendous strains on relaions of love, care and
solidarity. Many of the key structures of the welfare state, from the welfare office to the
‘caring’ professonsto the prison system, margindise, disempower and brutalise the very
people they are supposed to hep. The ways in which developed societies are structured
around gender differences - in the organisation of the economy, in the family, in rdigion, in
education and in other areas - systematicaly limit women's status, their access to resources,
their opportunities for satisfying work and their power; and athough women are expected to
carefor others, they often receive precious little care in return. Societies pervasively and
systematicaly disable and disempower people with imparments and members of ethnic and
‘racid’ minorities. Exigting political systems protect and sugtain inequdity in dl of these
dimensions.

Equdlity of condition would require quite different economic, political and socid

indtitutions, developing participatory, inclusive, enabling and empowering ways of co-
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operating in dl areas of life. The centrd am of Parts |1 and 111 of thisbook is to contribute
to the task of imagining and bringing about these changes.
Justifying equality of condition

Equdity of condition presents aradical chalenge to existing attitudes and structures, but
many of the argumentsin its favour come from basic and libera egditarianism. The most
generd way of putting the case isthat the aims of both basic and liberd egditarians are
thwarted by inequalities of wedth, Satus and power which they refuse to chdlenge. On the
face of it, it seems a smple enough task to ensure that everyone in the world has access to
clean water and decent food, but layers of entrenched inequality make even theseminimd
goals unattainable. On the face of it, it seems easy enough to ensure that everyone sbasic
rights are protected, but in practice the rights of powerless and margindised people are
easly violated. Liberd egditarians are doquent proponents of equa opportunity, but equa
opportunity isimpossible so long as privileged people can deploy their economic and
culturd advantages on behdf of themsdves and their families - asthey will surely continue to
do, so long as the consequences of success and failure are so spectacularly different23

Other arguments for equality of condition arise out of the interna tensions and
contradictions of liberd egditarianism. We have seen how the idea of toleration can involve
the very inequality of respect it pur ports to rgject. Thereisasmilar contradiction in the
‘incentive’ argument for inequality, namely that when privileged people demand an incentive
for helping the worst off, they are taking resources away from the very people they pretend
to be concerned about (Cohen, 1991). Another tenson arises in arguments for the libera
idedl of occupationd equdity of opportunity. This principle is often judtified by appeding to

the interest each person has in * experiencing the redlization of saf which comes from askilful
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and devoted exercise of socid duties (Rawls, 1971, p. 84). Yet it is clear enough that an
unequa society provides precious few people with this experience.

Additiona arguments for equdity of condition come from reflections on the limited
assumptions of liberd egditarianism. In acurious way, liberd egditarians seem to ignore the
Structured nature of inequdity, the waysin which inequdlity is generated and sustained by
dominant socid inditutions, and the influence of these inditutions on peopl€e's attitudes,
preferences and prospects. Thus when Rawls, for example, explainsfair equa opportunity
by saying that peopl€e’s prospects ‘ should not be affected by their socid class (1971, p. 73;
cf. 2001, p. 44), he seems to be accepting the idea of a class-divided society at the very
sametime as he is endorsing a principle which implies the diminaion of class dtogether. His
work is aso notorious for its neglect of gender2* A related problem isthe liberd egditarian
emphasis on choiceand persona responsbility, which plays an important role in supporting
the idea of equa opportunity but tends to ignore the extent to which people' s choices are
influenced by their socid position.

These, then, are some of the key arguments for equaity of condition.> If they are
sound, then western societiesin particular, and the world more generdly, are deeply unjust

and need to be radicaly rebuilt.
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Dimensions of equality  Basic equality Liberal egalitarians Equality of condition
Respect and Basic respect Universd ditizenship ‘Criticd inter-culturdism’:
R ecognition . ; universal dtizenghip plus
Toleration of diff
oerdion Herences celebration of diversty;
Public/privete digtinction redefined private sphere;
critica didogue over
culturd differences,
limits to unequa esteem.
Resour ces Subsistence needs  Anti-poverty focus ‘Equality of resources':
Rawls s ‘difference Substartia equdll ty of :
principle’ (maximisethe rio(;rfsggad y defined,
rospects of the worst a Isfying needs
Eﬁ) W and enabling roughly equd
prospects of well-beng.
Work Non-discrimination ‘Working asequals':
Rawls s ‘fair equd educal (?nd and )
opportunity’ ochpal_onal options
which give everyone the
prospect of salf-
development and satisfying
work.
Power reations Protectionagaingt  Classccivil and persond ‘' Equality of power’:
inhuman and rights liberd rightsbut
degrading limited property rights;
treatment group-related rights;

Love, careand
solidarity

Social structures

Liberal democracy

A private matter

Reform of current
structures

stronger, more
participatory politics;
extension of democracy to
other areas of life.

‘ Affective equdity’:
roughly equal prospects
for relations of love, care
and solidarity.

Maor restructuring:
see Part I1.

Table 4.1 Basic Equality, Liberal Egalitarianism and Equality of Condition
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Applying the framework: dimensions, groupsand contexts

We have identified five key dimensions of equality, and have contrasted the waysin
which these dimensions are treated by liberd egditarianswith their role in equdity of
condition (see Table 4.1). In gpplying these idess, it is often useful to focus on particular
socid groups, and to concentrate on the particular socid contexts in which inequalities are
generated and can be challenged. The socid  groups are diverse, and necessarily include
both disadvantaged and privileged groups. Some key socia contexts are the economy, the
formd poalitical system, the educationd system and the family. In some group relations one
dimension of equality may be more important than another, but because of the interrdations
of the dimengons, groups that are unequd in one dimension are likdly to be unequa in
others. In each context, some of the dimensions of equdity will be more prominent than
others, but most socid contextsinvolve dl five dimensons of equdity.
The importance of social groups

When we look at the world around us, what is most striking about its inequditiesis that
some socid groups are systematicaly worse off than others, often in every dimension of
equality. As Y oung (1990, 2001) has explained, these group- based inequdities result from
structura features of our societies. For example, the capitalist economic structures of our
societies privilege certain socid classes and reproduce those privileges across generations.
Patriarchid structuresin households, culturd indtitutions and the economy privilege men over
women. And so on. The principle of equality of condition demands that the life prospects of
every individua shoud be roughly equa to those of any other, but what stands in the way of

that principle are socid structures that systematically make the life progpects of the members
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of some groups worse than those of others. We can see this particularly clearly if welook at
the way the dimensions of equdity interact with each other in the lives of particular groups.?®

Disabled people are adiverse group whose experiences are shaped in many ways by
different impairments. Whet they have in common is their experience of exclusonfrom
activities other people take for granted. This excluson results to alarge extent from a socid
environment thet is designed to suit people without impairments. So akey inequdity hereis
inequdity of gppropriate environmenta resources. Thisinequdity has the further effect of
excluding disabled people from the [abour force, affecting both their work opportunities and
their incomes. But disabled people are aso strongly affected by a culturally constructed
image of disability that marks dsabled people as strange, as‘ other’: animage that is easly
sustained on account of their excluson from everyday socid activities. All of these factors
interact with the way that disabled people are subjected to the power of non disabled
people, seen most clearly in indtitutions such as specid schools and hospitas. Because these
indtitutions have traditionally treated disabled people as helpless, they have reinforced their
isolation and excluson. Residentid ingtitutions for disabled people have dso often
contributed to depriving them of relations of love and care, either through overt abuse or
through discouraging disabled people from forming loving relations with each other. The
socid exclusion of disabled people has limited their opportunities for devel oping relations of
love, care and solidarity with others, aswell as excluding them from political decison
meking. 2’

Gender relations are in some ways Smilar to those of disability and in other ways
different. A centra festure of sexud inequdlity is the gendered divison of Iabour, which

assigns some roles primarily to men and others primarily to women. Theseroles are
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associated with differencesin income: women earn on average significantly less than men,
and of course receive no income at dl for the unpaid work they are traditionally expected to
do in the household. Men are dso more likely to have opportunities for satisfying work and
to be in powerful socid roles. A further dimension of gender inequality is a st of norms and
prejudices that systematicaly belittles women and reinforces the gendered division of labour.
The resources and economic power held by men, together with their higher socia status,
contribute to their near- monopoly of political power, power thet is put to use in maintaining
their economic advantages. Although the gendered divison of [abour provides women with
the opportunity and indeed the duty to love and care for others, it can aso work to deprive
them of the love and care they need themsdlves. %

A third example d the interaction of the dimensions of inequality is socid class. Here
again the divison of labour plays akey role, subjecting working class people to the power
of employers, depriving them of opportunities for satisfying and fulfilling work and consigning
them to alower standard of living. Cultural norms that treat working class customs, accents
and activities as inferior interact with these economic factors to reinforce the unequa status
of working class people and to exclude them from politica power. How these facts affect
opportunities for relations of love, care and solidarity is not well researched. Some evidence
from Scandinavian countries indicates that companionship and solidarity are independent of
materid well being, but of course the leve of materid well being enjoyed in these societiesis
very high by international standards (Allardt, 1993). We do know that severe materia
deprivation can lead to emotional deprivation. For example, poor people are more likely to
become homeless or to go to prison, and thus to suffer the deprivation of love, care and

solidarity these experiences involve (Focus Point, 1993; O’ Mahony, 1997).2
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At the other end of the economic spectrum, the wedthy are in positions of high satus
and economic power. They haveextensive opportunities for engaging and rewarding work
and can provide amilar opportunities to their children. They are dso advantaged politically,
through their access to privileged socid networks and their ability to buy politica influence.
In addition, their educationa credentias and occupations help them to establish the profiles
deemed necessary for palitica office,

These examples could be multiplied by looking at relationships of ‘race, ethnicity,
sexudity, age, and o on. The generd point is that the ways societies are structured around
differences of impairment, sex and class generate inequdities across dl five of the
dimensions we have identified for the groups they systematicaly privilege and disadvantage.
Of course, some groups may be more disadvantaged in one dimension than in others. For
example, older people in some societies may suffer more serioudy from alack of love, care
and solidarity than from poverty or powerlessness. But the generd tendency isfor socid
structures to work in away that generates inequdity in every dimension of well-being for
specific socid groups.

Key contexts of oppression and change

Theideaof asocid sructureis useful for andysing inequadity, but is hard to put to
practical use. For that purposg, it is more helpful to concentrate on the particular sociad
ingtitutions or practices that work together to produce and reproduce socia structures. We
cdl these inditutions and practices ‘ contexts of equaity and inequality.

An absolutely centra context for generating inequdity is of course the economy, sinceiit
isin the economy that the primary distribution of resources takes place, adidtribution which

generates, reflects and reinforces other inequaities. The economy is aso the main contextin
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which inequdlities of work are established and perpetuated. As the defining system of
capitalist socid relations, the economy is at the centre of the processes through which
capitdism generaesinequality. It dso plays an important role in sustaining and reproducing
patriarchy, racism and other structures of oppression.

Another key context is the political systlem, which is particularly important for the
distribution of power in society. It aso has amagor impact on reations of respect and
recognition, because the equd public datus it givesto citizensis an egditarian basdine from
which other struggles for equality of respect and recognition can be waged. The politica
system influences the digtribution of resources as wdll, both by directly counteracting the
tendencies of the economy and by defining the legd framework within which the economy
operates. And like the economy, it produces, mirrors and strengthens other inequaities. The
politica system iswhere state power is usualy employed to back up, and less frequently to
chdlenge, dominant socid sructures, in particular the economic structures of welfare seate
cgpitalism. Within the political system, dominant groups use this power to pursue their own
interests, while subordinate groups exercise whatever power they can muster to resist this
domination.

A third important context of equality and inequality isasociety’s culturd sphere, which
includes both its educational system and its mass media These culturd systems have a
particularly direct connection with inequaities of respect and recognition, dthough they aso
include and influence inequdity in other dimensions. The culturd sphereis especiadly
important in generating and reinforcing socid structures thet are built around diff erences of
gppearance, vaues and preferences, such as racism, disablism, rdigious oppression and

homaophobia. The educationa system passes the dominant ideas of society from one
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generation to the next, in ways that help to legitimise and reinforce inequalities, while a the
sametimeit is aplace where those ideas can be criticised and ressted. The mass media
condtitute another cultural system that serves mainly to express and reinforce dominant ideas
while again offering some opportunities for chalenging them.

One context of equdity and inequdity that has been largely neglected by academic
researchers can be cdled the ‘ affective context’. We include in this context systems of both
kinship and friendship, reflected in the composition of households and in wider socid
networks. Kinship and friendship are of course particularly important in meeting or
frugtrating people’ s needs for love and care, but they are dso Stes of inequdity in other
dimensions. They play acentra role in generating and reproducing patriarchy and ageilsm,
for example by socidising children into a gendered division of Iabour thet the adult members
of kinship and friendship networks adhere to on a day-to-day basis. They dso help to
reinforce links within dominant groups and separate them from subordinate groups, athough
they are dso sources of solidarity for members of these groups.

Theinteraction of dimensions and contexts creates a certain amount of terminological
ambiguity. For example, theideaof ‘economic inequdity’ isusudly used to refer to a
particular context - the economy - and to focus on a component of inequdity within that
context, inequality of wedth and income. Similarly, * political inequdity’ isusudly usad to
refer to inequdities of power, and perhaps of recognition, within the politica sysem. There
is nothing wrong with this, so long as we remember that both the economy and the political
system contain inequditiesin dl five dimensions and that there are inequdlities of resources,

power and resped in other contexts, too.
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Reviewing thislist of key contexts of inequdity, which is not intended to be exhaudtive,
we can see that each of the contextsis linked in a particularly striking way with at least one
dimension of equality and with at least one mgor structure of oppression, and it isworth
bearing this in mind when we turn to the practical problems of creating a more egditarian
society. At the sametime, it is dso clear that each context contains ineguditiesin al five
dimensions and that each helps to strengthen awide range of oppressive socid structures.
For example, it is clear enough that the political system has a primary effect on inequdlity of
power. But it dso includes inequdities of respect and recognition, an unequa distribution of
politically relevant resources, an unequd divison of political labour, and unequd relaions of
care and solidarity. The political system plays a primary role in sustaining and reproducing
welfare state capitalism, but it dso reinforces structures of racism, patriarchy, disgbilism,
ageism and so on. A sSimilar range of issues can be found in other socid contexts.

Once we recognise that what goes on in particular socid contextsis systematicaly
connected not only to the dimensions of equdity but also to oppressive socid structures, we
can go on to ask about the differentid impact of these contexts on different group
inequalities. For example, it is obvious that the economy, through its impact on work and
income and itsrole in sugtaining cgpitaism, isacentra context for producing and sustaining
classinequdities and therefore of maor importance for working class people and
economically disadvantaged groups. By contragt, it seems likely that culturd systems such as
education and the media, with their impact on inequalities of respect and recognition, are
particularly important in sustaining the structures that oppress gays and lesbians and leed to
the further inequdities of resources, work opportunities, power and emotiona support they

experience. We do not want to overdraw these relationships. In fact, what is gtriking is thet
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practicaly every subordinate group is affected by awide range of socia contexts. But it is

important not just for sociologica explanation but aso for political strategy to note the

relaive importance of different contextsfor different groups. Our view of thereation

between the contexts, dimensions, structures and groupsis summarised in Table 4.2.

These are particularly important for these
Contexts Dimensions Structures Subordinate groups
Economy, Resources, Work, Welfare State Working class,
Politica system Power Capitdism Unemployed,
Homeless
Culturd Respect and Readiam, Ethnic/racid minorities
Educationd system Recognition Disablism, Disabled people,
Mass media Homophobia Gays and Leshians
Affective Love, care, and Petriarchy, Women,
Kinship system solidarity Ageism Children,
Friendship networks Older people

Table 4.2. Importance of contextsfor dimensions, structures and groups

A template for change

Since socid contexts are S0 important for both reproducing and chalenging inequdities,

it isuseful to have away of assessing their impact on specific groups and for setting policy

objectives. Within each socid context, we can ask the following questions about the

prospects of different socid groups (Equdity Studies Centre, 1995):

1.

Are members of the group denied accessto inditutions and practices in this
context?

Canthey participate on equal termswith members of other groups?

Do they achieve equally good outcomes across the five dimensions of equdity?

To what extent does the operation of this context promote equal of condition?
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The clearest way to disadvantage members of a particular group is to deny them access
to education, jobs, politica influence and o on, by erecting forma legal and bureaucratic
barriers or other obstaclesto their participation. A system can aso work to agroup’s
disadvantage if it is hard for them to participate on an equa footing with more privileged
groups, for example by offering them inferior facilities, worse training, or inappropriste
environments. Ultimately, the strongest test for whether or not a group is disadvantaged
within a given context is in the outcomes of participation: if agroup’s participationinagiven
context continues to lead to worse recognition, resources, work, power, or relaions of love,
care and solidarity, there is a presumption of systematic disadvantage. Of course, even if
two groups achieve equal outcomes, there may be significart inequdities within the groups.
Equdlity of condition goes beyond equdlity of outcome by seeking equdity within groups as
well as between them.

All of these ideas are closely connected with different conceptions of equa opportunity.
Equality of accessrelates to non-discrimination or formal equa opportunity. The principle of
fair equa opportunity requires not just equal access, but dso ensuring that al groups should
be able to participate on an equd bas's, while the generd tendency would be for the
members of different groups to achieve the same levels of successin terms of respect and
recognition, resources, work, power, and love, care and solidarity (O’ Neill, 1977; cf.
Roemer 1998).30 Aswe have seen, even equality of condition is about opportunitiesina
stronger sense, which we cdled equality of rea options or real choices. So the progression
from equality of access through equality of participation to equality of outcome and of
condition is aso a progression from non-discrimination through fair equa opportunity to

equdity of red options.
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have set out aframework for thinking about equdity, digtinguishing
the badic egdiitarianiam that is the common assumption of al modern politica thinking from
wha we have cdled liberd egditarianism and equdity of condition. We have outlined and
contrasted the main ideas of liberd egditarianism and equdlity of condition by identifying five
key dimensons of equdity - respect and recognition, resources, work, power, and love,
careand solidarity - and by commenting on their reation to socid structures. These are, of
course, broadly drawn positions, and we do not pretend to have presented a comprehensive
survey of egditarian views. We have a so tried to sketch the reasons why a person who
takes basic equdlity serioudly is obliged to move on to the bdliefs of libera egditarians, and
how the difficulties involved in holding those beliefs provide grounds for equdity of
condition. But these arguments are far from complete. In particular, we recognise that
someone could support equaity of condition in some dimensions but not others. We went
on to indicate how the framework can be applied to different socid groups and in different
socid contexts, illudtrating dong the way how the dimensions of equdity are interconnected,
and how different contexts are particularly important for different dimensions, structures and
groups. Findly, we set out atemplate for socia change based on the ideas of equdity of
access, participation and outcome as steps towards equality of condition.

In contemporary western societies, basic egditarianism is taken for granted at the level
of mord and political rhetoric. The dominant parties of the left are primarily concerned with
what we have cdled liberd egditarian objectives, and therefore with equality of access,
participation and outcome. It is not our aim to disparage these gods: they represent amagjor

chalenge to exigting inequalities. But we have tried to show that equality of conditionisa
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natural extension of the concerns and difficultiesinvolved in the liberd egditarian outlook. If
we are right in recommending equality of condition, this only emphasises the scde of the
tasks ahead of us. We face the challenge not only of congructing plausible modds of an
egditarian society, but of developing a political movement for radica change. The centra

am of Parts|Il and |11 of this book is to contribute to these tasks.
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Notes to chapter 5

1 TAn earlier version of this chapter was published as Baker 1998. We are grateful to G. A.
Cohen for their comments on that chapter. A revised version was presented at the 10th
Anniversary Conference of the Equality Studies Centre in December 2000, and we would
like to acknowledge the contribution of the Nidl Crowley and the other participants. We
have a0 benefited from the comments of Vittorio Bufacchi.

2 |t is sometimes objected that such aminimalist view is not a principle of equality & dl. Our
view isthat its egditarianiam liesin its commitment to extending the basic minimum to dl
human beings, as opposed to considering some people to be beneath consideration.

3 The paradigm case of alibera egditarian is Rawls (1971; 1993). Among other liberd
egditarians we would include Dworkin (2000), which includes work first published in the
1980s, Walzer (1985) and Williams (1962). Some key discussions of liberd egditarians are
Barry (1989, 1995, 2001), Arneson (1989), Cohen (1989), Sen (1992) and Van Parijs
(1995).

4 Some relevant sources are Mortimore (1968), Rawls (1971, sec. 15, 1993, sec. 5.4,
2001, secs. 17, 51, 53), Landesman (1983), Norman (1987), Arneson (1989), Cohen
(1989), Daniels (1990), Sen (1992), Nussbaum and Sen (1992), Fraser (1997a, 1997b),
Phillips (1999), Levine (1998, ch. 2), Dworkin (2000) and Y oung (2001).

® The five dimensions are chosen for ease of exposition and to provide a coherent
framework. Thefirst four headings correspond to the dlassic and ultimately inescapable
Weberian trio of class, status and party (Weber, 1958), recently adapted by Fraser (19973,
1997h, 2000), dthough neither distinguishes between work and resources under the heading

of class/redistribution. The second, third and fourth dimensions broadly correspond to the
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three parts of Rawls stwo principles (1971; 1993; 2001). Phillips (1999) digtinguishes
between economic and palitica equaity, including both status and power in the latter. One
way or another, thefive headings cover most of the goods discussed by Walzer (1985). The
discusson below isdso indirectly influenced by the capabilities gpproach of Sen (1992) and
Nusshaum (1995), especidly in respect to the category of love, care and solidarity.

6 A third conception of equa opportunity, which Roemer (1998) calls ‘levet-the-playing:
fidd', maintains that individuas should not be helped or hampered by any circumstance
outsde their control. Depending on how it is interpreted, this view of equa opportunity goes
well beyond the traditiond views of libera egditariansin the direction of equdity of
condition. What it ssemsto share with traditiond libera viewsisabdief that once equa
opportunity isin place, mgjor inequdities of outcome are legitimate.

" Infact, liberdism makes severd different public/private digtinctions. The digtinction
discussed is the one most relevant to liberal conceptions of equality.

8 Theliberd protection of the family as a private sphere has in recent times been used to
defend awider variety of family forms, such as one- parent families and single-sex couples.
Two key issues distinguishing liberd egdlitarianism from equality of condition on such
guestions are whether this variety should be ‘tolerated’” or *celebrated’ and whether such
family forms are viewed as exempt from or open to critica scrutiny.

® There has dways been some tension between these beiefs. Although some liberd
egditarians, emphasising equa opportunity, take the view thet individuas who delib erately
sguander their advantages deserve no help from society, we think it is more accurate to the
liberd egditarian tradition to distinguish between equa opportunity and the safety net and to

acknowledge the tension.
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10 Rawls himsdf thinks of the difference principle as more demanding (1993, p. 229), but
the same passage expresses his view that ‘asocia minimum providing for the basic needs of
dl citizens isa‘conditutiond essentid’, while the difference principle is a more controversa
clam aout ‘basic justice' . (See dso Rawls, 2001, 129-130, 158-162.) At first glance,
Dworkin's (2000) principle of equality of resources seems much moreradical than ether the
anti-poverty principle or the difference principle, and indeed he explicitly distarces himsdf
from the anti- poverty position as too subjective and undemanding (p. 3). But what Dworkin
means by equa resourcesis atype of equa opportunity, and his hypothetica insurance
market functions as aform of safety net.

11 On theright to work, an exception is Arneson (1990). Rawls comments briefly on the
obligation to work (2001, sec. 53) and the issue arises explicitly in discussions of basic
income (e.g. Van Parijs, 1995 and Barry, 1997). But the issue of the obligation to work
tends not to be incorporated into libera- egditarian theories of socid justice.

12 There is a close connection between this limitation and the public/private digtinction
mentioned earlier, but in this case even the economy is brought within the idea of the private.
13 A few authors have attempted to incorporate love, care and solidarity into broadly libera-
egdlitarian theories of justice. Walzer (1985) treats love and kinship as a separate sphere,
based on freely exchanged love between adults but subject to a‘rule of prescriptive
dtruism’ that expects family members to love and care for each other and so amsto
guarantee them ‘ some modicum of love, friendship, generosity, and so on’ (pp. 229, 238).
Nussbaum (1995, p. 84) treats ‘being able ... to love, to grieve, to experiencelonging and
gratitude’ as one of the basic human functiona capabilities that societies ought to support.

Kittay (1999, p. 103) suggests that ‘the good both to be cared for in aresponsive
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dependency relation if and when one is unable to care for onesdlf, and to meet the
dependency needs of others without incurring undue sacrifices onesdlf isa primary socid
good in the Rawlsian sense’ which requires a separate principle of justice.

14 Rawls (2001, secs. 41-42) criticises the limitations of the welfare state, contrasting it with
both a property-owning democracy and with liberal (democratic) socidism. In this respect,
heis at least partidly exempt from the point made in this paragraph. What remains uncleear,
as with the difference principle itsdlf, is the degree of inequality Rawls consdersto be
inevitable.

15 Among proponents of equdity of condition we would include Schaar (1967), Carens
(1981), Nielsen (1985), Norman (1982; 1987; 1991), Baker (1987), Okin (1989), Cohen
(1981; 1989; 1991; 1995; 1997; 2000), Y oung (1990, 2001), Fraser (1989; 1997, 2000)
and Phillips (1999). There are of course many differences among these authors and some of
them would rgject some of the views we include in this section. Our aim hereisto draw
together what we see astheir mogt important ingghts.

16 These oppressive systems include structures which systematically exclude people with
impairments from participating fully in their societies, structures which socidly condruct a
divison between ‘heterosexua’ and ‘ homosexua’ persons and privilege the former over the
latter, and systems which privilege dominant over subordinate ethnic groups. No attempt is
made here at a complete list of oppressive relationships and no inferences should be drawn
asto ther relative importance. The key point isthat equdity of condition depends on amore
radica andysis of the causes of inequdity then liberd egditarianiam.

17 Although John Stuart Mill is considered the paradigm of liberdism, his commitment to

divergty isin this respect closer to what we take to be equality of condition (cf. Mill 1854,
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ch. 3). The example of Mill underlines the point that our classfication is meant to indicate
broad differences of principle and not to categorise individud thinkers.

18 There are useful discussions of thisissue in Parekh (1996; 1997, 2000), Nussbaum and
Sen (1992), Nussbaum and Glover (1995), and Barry (2001, esp. ch. 7). Okin?,
Nussbaum?

19| n this section we are ddliberately using ‘resources’ in awider sense than that
appropriated by Dworkin (2000) for what he calls ‘ equdity of resources, snce Dworkin's
approach treats resources as aform of private property. The concept is too important to be
monopolised by a particular theorigt.

20 A mgjor question hereisthe alleged need for incentives; see Carens (1981), Baker
(1987: ch. 9) and Cohen (1991; 2000) for relevant discussions.

21 The position Mill takesin The Subjection of Women (1869) reveds atypicaly libera
attitude towards this kind of work. He says that in choosing to marry, a woman accepts the
role of housawife and the duties that go with it. The question of whether this division of
labour isjust does not arise: dl that mattersis that the choice takes place under conditions of
equa opportunity.

22 Some of the problens involved in thinking about work and income are discussed more
thoroughly in Baker, 1992.

23 Some of these arguments are put in more detail in Baker, 2002.

24 The point about class was made as early as Macpherson’s (1973) discussion and never
reglly addressed. The classic gender-based critique of Rawlsis Okin (1989). Rawls s later
work (1993, p. xxix; 2001, pp. 64-66, 162-168) briefly acknowledges the issue of gender

inequdity but in away which seemsto continue to ignore its depth.
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25 For more arguments, see Nielsen (1985), Norman (1987), Baker (1987), Okin (1989),
Y oung (1990) and Cohen (1981; 1989; 1991; 1995; 1997; 2000). One genera upshot of
these arguments is thet, contrary to appearances, it isliberd egditarians who are unredigtic
or utopian, because their limited ams are in fact unredisable in aworld marked by severe
inequaity and because they neglect the redl influence of socid structures. Of course, this
does not show that equdity of condition is any less utopian: perhaps, as many critics of
equdity believe, both sets of ams are out of reach.

26 A more extended treatment of some of the groups and issues discussed hereisgivenin
Equality Studies Centre, 1995.

27 Some relevant sources for the andysis of this paragraph are Combat Poverty, 1994; add
additiond disability refs

28 Daly, 1987; Nolan and Watson, 1999; Kittay, 1999; etc. add additiona feminism refs
29 Pillips, 1999; Bourdieu, 1984; add additional class sources

30 Thisis only atendency because different groups may have innocently different culturd
norms and aspirations. So amore precise way of putting the point isthat differencesin

outcome should not exceed those attributable to such innocent differences.



