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opportunity, or rights, or liberties, or respect. In each case, equality is not an appro
priate concern. See “The Moral Irrelevance of Equality,” Public Affairs Quarterly 14, 
no. 2 (April 2000): 87-103.

How does Frankfurt’s central objection to a concern with economic equality lead 
to this completely general conclusion about all forms of equality? His central objec
tion cannot be that "there are goods that money cannot buy.” That would not lead to 
the general conclusion. So what does lead to the general conclusion? (Hint; Review 
Frankfurt’s reasons, stated early in the article, for thinking that a concern for equality 
is harmful.)
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POLITICAL EQUALITY

Equality is a cherished political value in modern democracies. It is often associated 
with the idea of human worth or dignity, and also with questions of political en
titlements and rights (including the right to vote, the right to education, and many 

others). The U. S. Declaration of Independence states, “We hold these truths to be 
self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 
with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness.” Most modern constitutions the world over contain similar appeals to 
human equality.

Such appeals are resonant, but it is not terribly clear what they mean. That aU hu
man beings are already equal? (Equal in what respect? Surely not in current resources 
and opportunities. In basic powers and capacities? In worth or dignity? And how, if 
at all, might that dignity be related to basic powers and capacities?) That all human 
beings are such that they ought to be treated equally? (Again, equally in what respect?



1038 CHAPTER 21; DOES JUSTICE REQUIRE EQUALITY?

In respect and self-respect? In political rights and liberties? In economic opportu
nity? In economic achievement?) And why should human beings be treated equally? 
Because they are in some other sense already equal?

And who are the human beings who are or ought to be equal? The U. S. founders 
by and large did not believe that slaves or women were or should be equal: that view 
was achieved only gradually and with much struggle. South Africa and India, by 
contrast, assert human equality in their founding documents, announcing the end of 
an era of racial and caste-based hierarchy. Does any nation, however, fully commit 
itself to the view that human beings with profound cognitive disabilities are or should 
be equal? (Are such people given equal voting rights? Equal rights to education?) 
Despite much recent progress, debates continue in most nations.

Finally, is it only human beings, and not other animals, who are equal and who 
have the right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”? If so, we might want to 
be told what is special about human beings that allows them the right to establish 
dominion over other forms of life.

These thorny and intricate questions have not been given any final answer in po
litical philosophy, but tracing the paths among the different types and conceptions of 
political equality at least helps us think better about our alternatives. First we must 
understand what it means to think of equality as a distinctively political value. Then, 
addressing the basis of human equahty, we will see why a “minimalist” account is 
attractive; in the light of this account, the community of equals ranges widely. We 
can then understand why equality of the relevant kind has wide-ranging political and 
social implications.

I. Political and Comprehensive

Equality is a political value; a value enshrined in the basic political principles of na
tions and in their founding documents, and connected with ideas of political enti
tlement (including both political and civil rights, such as the right to vote, and social 
and economic rights, such as the right to education, or a right to social security). 
Equality is also, however, an ethical value, meaning one that people use in the non
political aspects of their lives. Even when we are not thinking about political matters 
at all, we often talk of the equal worth of people, demanding that others respect it. 
For example, people condemn racism and sexism, even when they are found within 
the private sphere or in the bosom of the family, because they insult human equality. 
Such ethical conceptions of human equality are often rooted in some more com
prehensive religious or ethical view, which covers all aspects of life, and not simply 
politics. The Christian doctrine of the equality of all souls in the eyes of God, for 
example, has been a major source of ethical equality principles.

But aU modern nations contain many different reUgious and nonreligious views 
that guide the lives of their members. It therefore seems inappropriate, even dis
respectful, to build political principles on any particular religious or metaphysical
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conception. That seems like a demand that everyone convert to that religion or meta
physical conception, if they want to enjoy full citizen status. (Even the Declaration’s 
reference to a creator God now strikes many people as too sectarian, in a nation 
containing believers and nonbelievers, and in which even many believers do not ac
cept the idea that God created the world.) So the political value of equality should be 
articulated in a way that does not rely on such divisive or sectarian ideas, ideas that 
many citizens could not accept without converting. If I live in a Christian nation, I 
should not feel pressured to convert to Christianity by the role Christian language 
plays in public debate.

If many of a nation’s people belong to a religion that teaches a doctrine of human 
equality, that may certainly be helpful in leading them to accept that everyone is 
entitled to equal rights. (In the United States, for example, Christian views helped 
buttress the new nation’s political ideals.) But such widespread doctrines of equality 
are not necessary for the acceptance of a specifically political ideal. When Mahatma 
Gandhi asked all Indians to accept the political idea of human equality as the foim- 
dation of the new Indian nation, he was not relying on the traditions of the majority 
religion. Hinduism had long taught the unequal worth of human beings, including 
the idea of untouchability—a doctrine that the Indian constitution outlawed from 
the start, because it was incompatible with the political ideal. Despite the fact that 
many Indians continued to believe privately in human inequality, they accepted po
litical equality—perhaps because their long experience of domination by the British 
had shown them its worth. Similarly, many people all over the world have not built 
the equality of women into their overall views of human life, but they can often ac
cept the idea that women are equal for the purpose of framing political entitlements 
and responsibilities.

Our topic is political equality, not ethical or social equality. Sometimes, then, the 
best answer to disputed questions about the basis of human equality may be, “Answer 
them in your own way. So long as you accept the political ideal, nothing more need be 
said.” Often, however, philosophers (and political leaders) have felt that more needs 
to be said, even to ground political principles. Following some of the major answers 
and the connections they suggest will help us think—even if we may conclude that 
some familiar replies (such as the Christian language of the Declaration) are too sec
tarian for political life in a pluralistic society. The ideas that are good guides may be 
slight variants on the more problematic ones: simply by omitting the Declaration’s 
reference to a creator God we have a view that aU Americans can probably accept.

II. The Basis of Human Equality

What does it mean to assert that human beings are equal? We might begin by un
derstanding what people who make such claims are reacting against. Feudalism, for 
example, involved a belief that nature has placed people in different social condi
tions, that these differences are fixed and immutable, part of people’s very nature



as human beings, constituting immutably distinct subspecies, and that political 
differences are rightly grounded on those differences of human worth and status. 
The Indian caste hierarchy was founded upon similar beliefs — as were American 
views of racial hierarchy. To assert, against this, that human beings are equal is, 
most fundamentally, to assert that all human beings have a worth or dignity that is 
basically equal, and that they are not inherently, naturally, ranked above and below 
one another in a hierarchical ordering. The hierarchies we observe are the creation 
of social forces.

How might one defend such a view, in a world in which human beings, as we 
encounter them, are already profoundly affected by entrenched social hierarchies?

Some philosophers have thought it important to point out that human beings are 
all roughly similar in their innate physical and mental powers. Thomas Hobbes, for 
example, points out that in the "state of nature,” meaning a situation without orga
nized political society, people will soon recognize that their powers are pretty similar, 
since even the physically weakest could kill the strongest by stealth. Adam Smith,’ 
similarly, said that the differences we observe between a philosopher and a street 
porter are not grounded in innate characteristics, but, instead, in social differences: 
differences, for example, of nutrition, education, and opportunity. Such claims are 
important because they are true, and because they remind us of the enormous power 
of social differences in our world. Class differences affect people’s height, strength, 
health, cognitive development, emotions, and expectations, in such a way that in 
many eras people of different classes, races, or genders believed that they were really 
different subspecies of human beings.

It is not clear, however, that this is the right way to defend the political claim of 
equal worth or dignity. For one thing, it encourages us to believe that marked or life
long disabilities, physical and mental, diminish a persons worth as a human being, 
something that seems both incorrect and repugnant.

Other philosophers (beginning with the ancient Greek Stoics) have thought that 
the source of our equal worth lies in our power of ethical choice. Even though peo
ple may vary to some degree in their ethical skill and virtue, they said, all possess 
in sufficient measure the ability to rank and evaluate goals and to act in accordance 
with that ranking, and this sufficient degree of ethical capacity is enough to make 
them of fully equal worth, wherever they are placed in society (male or female, free 
or slave, rich or poor). In contemporary philosophy, John Rawls espouses a sim
ilar view in A Theory of Justice. This way of thinking about the source of equality 
is much more attractive than the way that alludes to equal physical and intellec
tual powers, since moral capacity does appear to be a source of worth or dignity, 
and people of very unequal intellectual development may have it in comparable 
measure; and yet many will think that it does not make quite enough room for 
equal respect for people with profound cognitive disabilities. Many of these people 
may not be able to evaluate and rank goals. But does this mean that we owe them
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1. Adam Smith (1723-1790), a leading Scottish moral philosopher and economist, was the author of The
Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and The Wealth of Nations (1776).
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unequal respect and concern, or that it is fine to place “normal” human beings 
hierarchically above them?

At this point, many people will want to point to some further fact about human 
beings, such as their relationship to God or their possession of a soul, that makes 
them equal regardless of their powers, whether physical or moral. This type of reply, 
however, is more suited to personal ethical choice than to political choice, where we 
have said that we want to avoid sectarian answers.

We could try, instead, what we might call a thinner or more “minimalist” answer: 
so long as a living creature is of the human species (born of human parents) and 
possesses some degree of agency or striving and some consciousness, that being is, 
for political purposes, the full equal of all other humans in worth and dignity. This 
reply will include people with profound disabilities, but it may not include people in 
a persistent vegetative state, or fetuses, or anencephalic infants. It will therefore be 
controversial, since believers in the soul believe that all these creatures have souls 
and are full equals of people who have consciousness and agency. Political principles 
will need to wrestle with the special difficulty of such cases, in a country in which 
political principles ought to be nonsectarian. Nonetheless, the fact that a view cannot 
solve all our problems in the most difficult cases is not a strong argument against it. 
Political life poses many hard questions, and sometimes lines must simply be drawn 
in the best way one can.

If we give the minimalist answer, we have to face the fact that we are ascribing 
to bare species membership (plus striving and minimal awareness) a political sig
nificance that is hard to defend, in a world in which members of other species also 
have striving and awareness. Why should the fact that creature A is born of two hu
man parents give this creature priority over creature B, who might have very similar 
physical and mental powers but be born of two chimpanzee or two elephant parents? 
Isn’t the preference for the human species itself a kind of sectarian reply, in a world 
in which many people believe in the underlying kinship of aU life and the worth and 
dignity of other species?

This question has all too rarely been faced by political philosophy, and more rarely 
still by real-life politics. One reason for this silence is that most assume that the basis 
of human equality, whatever it is, resides in some property or properties that raise 
us above “the beasts.” Most of the history of Western philosophy encourages this 
thought, although Hinduism and Buddhism do not. But the idea of a “ladder of na
ture,” humans occupying the top rung, has little to commend it as a political doctrine. 
There are many capacities in which at least some animals surpass human beings: 
strength, speed, spatial perception, auditory sensitivity, sensory memory. If we now 
say, “But they don’t have moral rationality,” we may possibly be right, but we tip our 
hand: we are according to that property a decisive political importance, without any 
convincing argument. And if we have already taken the minimalist position, thus 
including people with profound cognitive disabilities as full equals, we cannot take 
this route without inconsistency. So the political idea of equality seems threatened 
with either an arbitrary species-ism or a repugnant denial of equal worth to some 
human beings.
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We can respond to this dilemma by saying that for some purposes (cruelty, pain, 
desperate material conditions) the species boundary is not relevant: laws should pro
tect all creatures from these assaults on their dignity. For others (voting, religious 
freedom), the species boundary is relevant because these things are good within one 
species community (the human) but not in another one (the chimp or elephant com
munity). For a human with cognitive disabilities to be denied the equal right to vote 
is an offense to her human dignity; to deny the vote to a chimp with similar cognitive 
powers is not a similar offense, because voting is a good within the human commu
nity and not the chimp community.

111. Who Is Equal?

Seeing how difficult and potentially divisive the question about the basis of equal 
worth turns out to be, we might wonder whether we are not better off trying not to 
answer this question at all, at least in the political realm. When we look at history, 
however, we can see that we can never quite avoid it, because we always have to an
swer the question “Who is equal”? in order to give a good political argument for our 
political arrangements. And to do that in a politically productive way, we must at the 
very least rule out some unsatisfactory answers.

Why shouldn’t we say that people whose skin color differs from our own are po
litical unequals, fit for subordination? We need to have something to say, and we 
usually say that skin color is not relevant to political entitlement because it does not 
render people inherently different in basic human worth. Why shouldn’t we say that 
women are unequal to men, fit to be ruled by men? Such views were long held, and 
some still hold them, so we need to have something to say. Typically, we say that the 
biological accidents of gender do not affect a person’s fundamentally equal human 
worth: human worth resides elsewhere. Well then, where does it reside? The negative 
reply prompts a search for some type of positive answer, however vague. Again, why 
have most societies decided that it is wrong to deem people with physical and men
tal disabilities politically unequal, lacking equal political entitlements? Well, because 
they have come to the conclusion that a child with Down syndrome, for example, is 
of equal worth with a professor of philosophy—even though, unlike Smiths street 
porter, the child’s differences from the philosopher cannot plausibly be said to be 
entirely due to mere social arrangements. We have come to believe, that is, that the 
basis of human equality lies elsewhere —in a dignity in which the child and the phi

losopher equally share.
We should probably continue to offer such negative answers without definitively 

articulating a positive theory of the basis of equality, apart from the vague minimalist 
account suggested, given the difficulty of going further in a nonsectarian way. We 
have to remain prepared, however, to respond to challenges and offer some account 
of why the hierarchies we assail are unjustified.
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IV. Equality and Entitlement

When the framers of the Declaration of Independence affirmed the equal worth of 
human beings (reaUy, of white males), they did so in order to demonstrate the wrong
fulness of Britain’s arbitrary rule over the colonies. The thought of equal worth is 
typically connected to ideas of political obligation. How?

First, we need the view that material and institutional conditions matter deeply 
for human life. The Stoics affirmed the equal worth of human beings, but derived no 
political conclusions from this thought, because they thought that conditions such as 
wealth and poverty, political voice and lack of voice, even freedom and slavery, make 
no difference at all to human beings. The source of our equal worth and dignity is 
safe within, in our moral capacity, and nothing the world does to it can remove or 
even damage it.

The Stoic idea is deep. In part we should and do believe it: we don’t think that peo
ple become less valuable as human beings, or lose their basic human dignity, when 
they lose political rights, or honor, or money, or freedom. And yet, unlike the Stoics, 
we typically believe that these conditions matter profoundly, and that certain forms 
of life insult or offend human dignity. Think of rape: we don’t think that a woman 
who has been raped has lost her human dignity, but we do think that something deep 
has happened to her that cuts to the very heart of her dignity, or violates it. In a sim
ilar way, we often think that respect for equal human worth requires at least protect
ing people from the direst conditions, those that most deeply assail human dignity.

Second, we need a conception of the job of government, and the U. S. founders 
had one: governments are “instituted among men” in order “to secure these rights,” 
namely the basic entitlements to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” entitle
ments grounded in human beings’ equal worth. In other words, according to this 
widely shared view, government exists to provide at least minimum threshold con
ditions that enable a life that is worthy of our basic human equality. Human dignity 
itself is inalienable, as are the rights grounded upon it; but the conduct of George III 
was an insult to it. A government that behaves like this can rightly be rejected.

This idea is vague and intuitive. Where does it lead us? In most modern nations, 
it has led to the thought that it is unacceptable for governments to give citizens less 
than fully equal religious freedom, voting rights, freedom of speech, freedom of as
sociation, and other key civil and political liberties. To give one person only half a 
vote is seen, plausibly, as an insult to the person’s equal human dignity. This group 
of political rights has a particularly intimate connection with human dignity, since 
these rights seem to lie at the heart of a person’s role as a free and equal citizen. Few 
today would question this conclusion, although it is often not fully honored in prac
tice. (Equal voting rights for people with extreme cognitive disabilities will require 
not only assistance at the polls, but, in some cases, forms of surrogacy that are not 
yet accepted.)

The payoff of equality for questions of material entitlement is far more disputed. 
There is widespread agreement that respect for human equality at least requires that
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government prevent people from living in desperate conditions, because that type of 
extreme poverty does seem like an assault on human dignity, because it stops people 
from developing and unfolding their human powers. (Adam Smith said that children 
sent to work in factories instead of being able to go to school were being “muti
lated and deformed.”) Beyond this, however, there is dispute. Some believe that the 
equal worth of human beings requires full-scale equality in educational provisions, 
in health care, and at least a rough equality in income and wealth. The U. S. founders 
were closer to that idea than is commonly supposed. James Madison, the primary 
architect of the U. S. Constitution, wrote that the new government should prevent 
“an immoderate, and especially an unmerited, accumulation of riches,” and should 
do so “by the silent operation of laws, which, without violating the rights of property, 
reduce extreme wealth to a state of mediocrity [i.e., a middle level] and raise extreme 
indigence toward a state of comfort.” Like Thomas Paine and other framers, then, he 
favored strongly redistributive policies aimed at achieving greater economic equality. 
But the United States has never given economic and social entitlements the status of 
constitutional rights. Even to the extent that such entitlements have been protected 
in legislation, it is typically an ample threshold level of provision that is sought, rather 
than complete equality. Other modern nations, such as India, South Africa, and the 
nations of Europe, have done much more to connect the thought of equal human 
worth to definite ideas of substantial equality in economic entitlement. At the very 
least, they believe, respect for human equality requires an ample social minimum, 
plus considerable diminution of inequalities between rich and poor, through redis
tributive taxation and a wide range of social welfare programs. Even issues that seem 
like matters of private personal choice, like the choice to take a rewarding vacation, 
or the choice to enjoy a peaceful day at home, depend in many ways on government 
policies: maximum hours laws, bans on child labor, prohibitions on domestic vio
lence, and so forth. The closer we look, the more we can see the need for government 
to establish legal protections for human equality in every area of life.

On the other hand, too much government intrusion into material arrangements 
may allow too little room for incentives to work hard and to achieve. We can grant that 
all human beings have fundamentally equal worth without granting that one person 
should always get the same reward as another. A good teacher will not give the same 
grades to students regardless of their effort, even though she believes them equal in 
human worth. Similarly, a just society should preserve a decent space for effort and 
rewards for effort, while providing all with a decent minimum. And a society that 
would require all parents to spend the same amount on the education of all children 
would also be too intrusive, diminishing parents’ incentives to achieve — although a 
decent society should certainly guarantee far more educational equality than most 
modern societies have managed to attain, particularly given the importance of edu
cation for all future opportunities.

Here material entitlements look very different from political entidements: being a 
slacker should not remove a person’s right to vote, or a person’s equal freedom of re
ligion. We may be satisfied by “enough” education, where some inequalities remain.
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but we should not be satisfied by “enough” votes, where some groups have more votes 
than others.

V. Equality as Goal: Equality of What?

Suppose we have decided that in some areas of social and economic life (health care, 
education, employment), respect for people as equals requires pursuing equality (or, 
at least, greater equality) as a political goal. Suppose, that is, we are aiming at making 
people who are already equals in some underlying sense equal (or more nearly equal) 
in material living conditions. What is the best way of thinking about that goal? What 
sort of equality should we be aiming at? We now need to make the concept of equality 
as political goal more precise.

A first appealing thought is that satisfaction is what we want to equalize — how 
pleased people feel about their lives. Satisfaction, however, is notoriously malleable 
and elusive. We know that people can get used to a bad state of affairs, avoiding 
constant frustration by defining their goals down. So they might feel satisfied in a 
rather bad condition. Many women did not demand equal political and economic 
rights, for example, before a process of consciousness raising made them aware of 
their situation.

Another idea we might try out is that people should be equal (or more nearly 
equal) in the amount of resources (income and wealth) that they control. That sort of 
equality is what redistributive policies of taxation typically support, and this makes a 
good deal of sense, because giving people all-purpose resources allows them freedom 
to choose how to use them. In a society without any entrenched hierarchies, it may 
well be the best sort of equality to focus on. But when a society contains longstand
ing hierarchies, giving members of the dominant and subordinate groups exactly the 
same amount of resources may not be enough. Getting people out of marginalization 
and low social status into a position of reasonable equality may require spending 
more on them. Many developing countries, for example, find that they must spend 
more to educate girls than boys, because girls face obstacles to education (in their 
families, their villages) that boys do not.

One might then conclude that the right sort of equality to focus on is equality of 
what some philosophers call "capabilities”; substantial opportunities to choose and 
act. Income and wealth are sometimes good proxies for these freedoms and oppor
tunities, but where they are not, we should focus on opportunity itself. Philosophers 
who think this way do not insist that full equality of “capability” is the right goal 
in every area: in some (for example, housing), an ample social minimum may be 
enough. Still, a focus on “capabilities,” or substantial opportunities, provides a very 
attractive way of linking the idea of human freedom and choice with the idea that 
meaningful freedoms involve a background of government action ensuring substan
tial opportunity.
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1. How does Nussbaum complete the following sentence?

To say that all human beings are equal is to say that

(i) all human beings have similar physical and mental powers.

(ii) all human beings have a power of ethical choice.

(iii) all human beings have equal dignity.

(iv) all human beings are born of human parents.

2. What is the Stoic view about equal dignity? Does Nussbaum think we should accept 
it? What parts of the Stoic position does she agree with? What parts does she dis
agree with?

3. Why it is hard to avoid the question about the basis of equal worth?

4. Why does Nussbaum think that the capability view is better than alternative answers 
to the question “equality of what?”

hOT.YS

1. Nussbaum asks: Why do all human beings have a “worth or dignity that is basically 
equal”? Formulate the answers she considers in your own words. What problems does 
she identify in the views she associated with Hobbes and with the Stoics? How does 
her “minimalist” answer avoid those problems?

Nussbaum worries that the minimalist view avoids a "repugnant denial of equal 
worth to some human beings” at the cost of endorsing an "arbitrary species-ism.” 
Explain what she means by “arbitrary species-ism.” How does she answer the charge 
of arbitrary species-ism? Is the answer convincing?

2. Explain the difference between treating equality as an ethical value and as a political 
value. Why does Nussbaum think it is important to treat equality as a political value?

(i) In support of the political conception of equality, she says it is wrong “to build 
political principles on any particular religious or metaphysical conception.” 
To do this, she says, is tantamount to “a demand that everyone convert to that 
religion or metaphysical conception, if they want to enjoy full citizen status.” 
But if the possession of full political and civil rights in a country is not depen
dent on converting (say, not dependent in England on being a member of the 
Anglican Church), what does it mean to say that there is a demand to convert 
as a condition of full citizen status?

(ii) If equality is treated as a political value without deeper moral or religious 
moorings, does that make equality seem arbitrary?

As background for Nussbaum’s account of equality as a political value, see John 
Rawls, Political Liberalism, second edition (Columbia University Press, 2005). Rawls


