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The difference between the unity of the individual and the separateness of persons requires that there
be a shift in the moral weight that we accord to changes in utility when we move from making
intrapersonal tradeoffs to making interpersonal tradeoffs. We examine which forms of egalitarianism
can, and which cannot, account for this shift. We argue that a form of egalitarianism which is
concerned only with the extent of outcome inequality cannot account for this shift. We also argue that
a view which is concerned with both outcome inequality and with the unfairness of inequality in
individuals’ expected utilities can account for this shift. Finally, we limn an alternative view, on
which such inequalities are not intrinsically bad, but nonetheless determine the strength of individuals’
competing claims. We argue that this ‘Competing Claims View’ can also account for the shift.

I. INTRODUCTION
An individual’s life possesses a unity which a collection of individuals lacks. This has the
following implication for distributive ethics: some ways of balancing benefits and burdens
that are appropriate when these accrue to a single individual are inappropriate when benefits
accrue only to some and burdens only to others. In some cases, this difference between
intrapersonal and interpersonal tradeoffs arises because of the presence (in the former) and
absence (in the latter) of full intrapersonal compensation. In a one-person case, you have
good reason to let a burden fall on a person when and because that person will be fully
compensated by an associated greater benefit. In a two-person case in which both individuals

are each initially as well-off as the individual in the one-person case, you do not have as
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much reason to let a burden fall on one person merely because the other will thereby receive

a greater benefit. In such a two-person case, it is harder to justify letting the burden and
benefit materialize together, because the person who would suffer the burden, and who would,
because of this burden, become worse off than the other, is not compensated by the greater
benefit to someone else.

However, the appropriateness of making intrapersonal tradeoffs with an eye to a
person’s good is not limited to cases in which one knows that an individual will be
compensated for a loss by a greater gain. In some risky one-person cases, for example, there
will be no such compensation. There are merely two, mutually exclusive, potential futures,
one in which a person receives a benefit, and another in which he bears a burden.
Nevertheless, these two futures are unified by the fact that they are both potential futures of
his. That makes it appropriate to balance the potential benefit and potential burden to him
from the perspective of his interests.” And that is why, when we choose to leave someone
exposed to a risky course of events because the expected benefit to him of the uninterrupted
unfolding of this course of events is sufficiently larger than the expected burden to him, we
naturally speak of ‘choosing for his sake’. By contrast, the different futures of two separate

individuals are not so unified.

% This is true at least in one-person cases and in many-person cases in which everyone involved in a gamble will
end up equally well-off. We discuss cases that involve gambles that are expectedly beneficial to each but in
which it is known in advance that someone (though we don’t know who) will get the greater benefit and
someone else will suffer the smaller burden in ‘On the Evaluation of Expectedly Beneficial Treatments that Will
Disadvantage the Worst Off”, (ms.). For further discussion of such cases, see also Marc Fleurbaey, ‘Assessing
Risky Social Situations’, Journal of Political Economy 118 (2010): 649-80, and Michael Otsuka,

‘Prioritarianism and the Separateness of Persons’, (this volume).



It has long been recognized that this difference between intrapersonal and
interpersonal tradeoffs rules out utilitarianism as a theory of distributive ethics.® Moreover, in
the article that is the subject of this volume, Michael Otsuka and Alex Voorhoeve argue that
the ‘pure’ Priority View articulated by Derek Parfit must be rejected because it, too,
inappropriately mandates balancing chances of gain and risks of loss to a single individual in
the same manner as one balances potential gains and losses to separate individuals.

Egalitarian views have been thought to succeed where these other views fail. It is easy
to see why this is so. In a one-person case in which a risk of a burden is the flipside of a
chance of a benefit which outweighs it, there is no egalitarian objection to letting the single
person be exposed to both the risk of the burden and the chance of the benefit, so long as the
person’s fate is considered in isolation from how well or badly others fare. By contrast, in a
two-person case in which both individuals are each initially as well-off as the individual in
the one-person case, and one person faces only the risk of the burden and another only the
chance of the greater benefit, there is an egalitarian objection to letting the first person be
exposed to the burden and the second to the benefit, because the person who would suffer the

burden will, because of this burden, become worse off than the other.

® See David Gauthier, Practical Reasoning (Oxford, 1963), pp. 123-127; John Rawls, ‘Constitutional Liberty
and the Concept of Justice’, Nomos VI: Justice (New York, 1963), pp. 98-125 and A Theory of Justice, 2", rev.
ed. (Oxford, 1999), sections 5 and 39; Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism (Princeton, 1970), pp. 134-42
and ‘Equality’, in Mortal Questions (Cambridge, 1979), pp. 106-27; and Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and
Utopia (Oxford, 1974), on pp. 32-3.

* Michael Otsuka and Alex Voorhoeve, ‘Why It Matters that Some Are Worse Off than Others’, Philosophy and
Public Affairs 37 (2009): 171-99 and Otsuka, ‘Prioritarianism’. For the Priority View, see Derek Parfit,
‘Equality or Priority?” in The Ideal of Equality, ed. Matthew Clayton and Andrew Williams (Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2002), pp. 81-125. All references to ‘the Priority View’ and ‘Prioritarianism’ are to the ‘pure’ version

of this view which Parfit defines on p. 103 of this article.



For this reason, giving weight to egalitarian concerns is widely regarded as a way of
meeting the demands of the separateness of persons. For example, David Gauthier, who was
among the first to argue that utilitarianism fails to respect the separateness of persons,
proposes to solve this problem by giving weight to both total utility and to equality.’
Moreover, in their aforementioned article, Otsuka and VVoorhoeve argue that, in the cases they
discuss, egalitarian views treat intrapersonal and interpersonal tradeoffs appropriately
differently.® And in his contribution to this volume, Martin O’Neill claims that a ‘pluralist’
version of the Priority View can account for the difference between intrapersonal and
interpersonal tradeoffs by giving weight to egalitarian considerations.” These conclusions are
in line with the common thought that, as Dennis McKerlie writes, ‘[t]he contrast between
intrapersonal judgments and interpersonal judgments is central to egalitarianism’.®

Our purpose in this paper is to examine more carefully than has previously been done
which forms of egalitarianism can, and which cannot, draw this contrast appropriately. We
argue that a form of egalitarianism which is concerned only with the extent of (unchosen,
undeserved) outcome inequality cannot account for the shift in the moral weight of changes
in utility between intrapersonal and interpersonal tradeoffs. We also argue that, by contrast,
an egalitarian view which is concerned with both such outcome inequality and with the

fairness of individuals’ chances of receiving the outcomes in question can account for this

® Practical Reasoning, p. 126.

® “Why It Matters’, pp. 182-3.

" Martin O’Neill, ‘Priority, Preference and Value’, (this volume), p. X. Derek Parfit has made the same
suggestion in correspondence.

® Dennis McKerlie, ‘Egalitarianism and the Difference between Intrapersonal and Interpersonal Judgment’, in
Egalitarianism: New Essays on the Nature and Value of Equality, ed. Nils Holtug and Kasper Lippert-

Rasmussen (Oxford, 2006), pp. 157-73, p. 158, n. 2.



shift. (Such a view has been proposed by Richard Arneson and Larry Temkin.® However, to
our knowledge, it has not previously been argued that a concern for individual’s chances
plays a crucial role in enabling their favoured form of egalitarianism to respect the difference
between the unity of the individual and the separateness of persons.) Finally, we limn a
different view, on which inequality is not bad, but nonetheless determines the strength of
individuals’ claims. We argue that this ‘Competing Claims View’ can also account for the
shift.

Our argument proceeds as follows. In section I, we introduce a pair of cases in which
there is such a shift. In section 111, we argue that none of the following adequately account for
this shift: utilitarianism, the Priority View, an egalitarian view that is concerned only with
outcome inequality, and pluralist views that combine this form of egalitarian concern with a
concern for (priority-weighted) utility. In sections IV and V, we argue that, respectively, an
egalitarian view concerned both with outcomes and with chances and the Competing Claims

View can account for the shift. Section VI concludes.

® See Richard Arneson, ‘Postscript to “Equality and Equal Opportunity for Welfare™, in Equality: Selected
Readings, ed. Louis Pojman and Robert Westmoreland (Oxford, 1997), pp. 238-41 and Larry Temkin,

‘Inequality: A Complex, Individualistic, and Comparative Notion’, Philosophical Issues, 11 (2001): 327-53.



Il. AN ILLUSTRATION OF THE SHIFT

Consider the following:

One-Person Case: Imagine a ten year-old child,'® Albert, is severely visually
impaired, though not wholly blind. You are a morally-motivated stranger who learns
that unless you intervene in an unpredictable natural course of events, Albert will
either, with 50 percent probability, receive a gain in utility by becoming fully sighted,
or instead, with 50 percent probability, suffer a loss in utility because of a worsening
of his sight which is no larger than the possible gain. If you intervene, Albert will face
neither the prospect of gain nor the risk of loss. You must decide whether to intervene
while considering only Albert’s self-interest in isolation from any consideration of
how well off or badly off anybody else is (yourself included). Suppose the expected
gain to Albert of the uninterrupted unfolding of this course of events is great enough
relative to the expected loss to make it the case that, from the perspective of his self-
interest alone, the chance of the gain outweighs or perfectly balances the chance of

the loss.

This case is represented in Table 1. “1” is the utility of having excellent vision, “0.8”
is the utility associated with living with the severe visual impairment, and “5” (0<6<0.2) is

the possible loss in utility, so that “0.8-6" is the utility associated with living with this loss.

1%We assume Albert and Bob are children in order to eliminate the consideration that a morally-motivated
stranger has reason to do what will maximize Albert’s expected utility out of respect for his autonomy. (One
could argue that a respect for autonomy would require such expected utility-maximization if Albert was an adult
and one assumed a measure of utility of the kind elaborated in the following footnote. See Otsuka and

Voorhoeve, ‘Why It Matters’, pp. 183-6.)



By assumption, 6 is a loss for which you can offer the following powerful justification to

Albert for non-intervention:

In making this choice, | had to balance a 50 percent chance of your having excellent
vision rather than the severe visual impairment against a 50 percent chance of your
having a visual impairment somewhat worse than the severe visual impairment rather
than the severe visual impairment. | balanced this potential gain and potential loss
from the perspective of your self-interest alone. From this perspective, the chance of
gain outweighed or perfectly balanced the chance of loss. | therefore chose non-
intervention. In sum, | did the best I could for you, given the information | had at the

time.!!

1 We do not here assume any particular measure of utility. Neither do we assume that the right way to make
decisions under risk is given by orthodox decision theory. We do, however, assume that the interests that are
taken into account in this measure do not include an interest in the fairness of the distributive process or
distributive outcomes. Individual utilities therefore do not incorporate information on the degree to which the
latter interest is satisfied. (In this respect, we depart from Fleurbaey, ‘Assessing’, on pp. 653-4.) This
assumption makes it easier to discuss the fairness of distributions of well-being.

One can make more concrete claims about the size of the loss for which non-intervention is justifiable
to Albert, and therefore permissible in this one-person case, if one assumes a measure of utility that is derived
from idealized preferences satisfying the Von Neumann-Morgenstern axioms. On this measure, an alternative
has higher expected utility just in case it would be preferred for the individual’s sake after rational and calm
deliberation with all pertinent information while attending to this individual’s self-interest only. An alternative
has the same expected utility as another alternative just in case such deliberation would yield indifference
between the two alternatives. If the individual is a normally capable adult with well-formed preferences, the
person who expressing this preference can be taken to be an ideally rational version of this adult. If the
individual is incapable of such deliberation (as we may suppose the ten year-old Albert in our example is), the
person expressing the preference can be taken to be an ideally rational guardian who has deliberated with

exclusive focus on his charge’s self-interest. On this measure, there is good reason to regard non-intervention as



Table 1. The distribution of utility in the One-Person Case

Alternative Person State of the world (equiprobable).
Sy S2

Non-intervention Albert 1 0.8-5

Intervention Albert 0.8 0.8

Now consider the following:

Two-Person Intrapersonal Case: Imagine that two ten year-old children, Albert and
Bob, are severely visually impaired, though not wholly blind. You are a morally-
motivated stranger who learns that unless you intervene in an unpredictable natural
course of events, Albert will either, with 50 percent probability, receive a gain in
utility by becoming fully sighted, or instead, with 50 percent probability, suffer a loss
in utility because of a worsening of his sight which is no greater than the possible gain.
Bob will be unaffected. If you intervene, Albert will face neither the prospect of gain
nor the risk of loss. Bob will again be unaffected. You must decide whether to
intervene while considering these individuals’ fates in isolation from any
consideration of how well off or badly off anybody else is. Suppose, as before, that

the expected gain to Albert of the uninterrupted unfolding of this course of events is

permissible whenever it has an expected utility greater than or equal to intervention (that is, for any & in the
specified range). After all, on this measure, it is true by stipulation that a risky alternative will have an expected
utility greater than or equal to the utility of a secure alternative just in case from the perspective of Albert’s self-
interest, the chance of the benefit offered by the risky alternative outweighs or perfectly balances the chance of
the loss associated with this alternative. However, the arguments in the main text do not depend on the truth of

this claim.




great enough relative to the expected loss to make it the case that, from the
perspective of his self-interest alone, the chance of gain outweighs or perfectly

balances the chance of loss.

The key difference between the One-Person Case and this case is that you are asked to
take into account Bob’s well-being—which remains unaffected by your choice. In deciding
whether to intervene, you must therefore take account of the possible gain to Albert of non-
intervention, the possible loss to Albert, and the badness (if any) of the inequality between
Albert and Bob generated by non-intervention.** Assume for the moment that, if such
inequality is bad, you ought to give it non-infinite weight.'® Then there will be a possible loss

small enough for it to be justifiable to let Albert remain exposed to this gamble.**

12 \We assume that Albert and Bob never had, and never will have, contact with, influence on, or power over
each other, and are and will remain ignorant of each other’s existence. The badness, if any, of the inequality that
would result from non-intervention is therefore entirely the product of the mere fact that one of the two is worse
off than the other, and not of the quality of their relationships with each other.

3 This is a plausible assumption. If there were no risk of loss, then intervention would rob Albert of a chance of
a benefit that comes without a risk of harm to anyone. Intervening when there is no risk of loss would therefore
be akin to levelling down for the sake of maintaining equality, which egalitarians generally judge to be wrong,
all things considered. And once is it granted that Albert could be left exposed to a costless (for him) chance of a
gain when this could generate inequality, why should he not be granted this chance when it is accompanied by a
risk of a relatively small loss to him? Notwithstanding its plausibility, we consider in section 111 what would
follow if this assumption were false.

If the resulting inequality is bad, then the largest loss for which non-intervention is permissible in the Two-
Person Intrapersonal Case will be smaller than the largest loss for which non-intervention is permissible in our
one-person case, because it requires a greater net expected benefit to Albert in this two-person case to balance or

outweigh the expected badness of the inequality.



Next, consider the following:

Two-Person Interpersonal Case: This is identical to the Two-Person Intrapersonal
Case, except that you learn that, unless you intervene, either, with 50 percent
probability, Bob will receive a gain in utility by becoming fully sighted while leaving
Albert unaffected, or instead, with 50 percent probability, Albert will suffer a loss in
utility which is no greater than the possible gain to Bob, while Bob remains
unaffected. The size of the gain and loss are the same as in the Two-Person
Intrapersonal Case. If you intervene, Albert will not face the prospect of a loss, and

Bob will not have the chance of a gain.

The utilities of Albert and Bob in this pair of two-person cases are described in Table

Table 2. The distribution of utility in a pair of two-person cases.

Alternative Person State of the world (equiprobable).

S1 S2

Two-Person Intrapersonal Tradeoff Case

Non-intervention Albert 1 0.8-5
Bob 0.8 0.8

Intervention Albert 0.8 0.8
Bob 0.8 0.8

Two-Person Interpersonal Tradeoff Case

Non-intervention Albert 0.8 0.8-5
Bob 1 0.8

Intervention Albert 0.8 0.8
Bob 0.8 0.8
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It should immediately be apparent that these two-person cases differ in morally
relevant respects. In the intrapersonal case, for Albert, the prospect of the gain is the desirable
flipside of his exposure to the risk of a loss which is no greater than the gain. In the
contrasting interpersonal case, there is no such person for whom the prospect of a gain
balances or outweighs the risk of a loss. Rather, if you do not intervene, Bob will face just a
prospect of a gain and Albert will face just a risk of a loss. Moreover, unlike in the
corresponding intrapersonal case, Albert will be worse off than Bob no matter what happens.
These differences make a clear difference to the justifiability of non-intervention. In the
intrapersonal case, you can justify non-intervention to Albert on the grounds that in letting
the chips fall where they may, you were doing the best you could for him, given the
knowledge you had at the time. By contrast, in the interpersonal case, all you can say to
Albert is that you let him be exposed to a risk of loss, and thereby let him become worse off
than Bob, for Bob’s sake. This is a considerably less powerful justification. There will
therefore be some loss in the specified range for which non-intervention is permissible in the
intrapersonal case, but for which you should intervene in the interpersonal tradeoff case to
prevent Albert from facing the risk of this loss, thereby also eliminating Bob’s prospect of a

gain.

1. WHY SEVERAL VIEWS FAIL TO ACCOUNT FOR THE SHIFT
In sum, we take our pair of two-person cases to illustrate the following claim. There is a loss

of a given size for which is it justifiable to opt for non-intervention in the intrapersonal case

11



but for which it is unjustifiable to opt for non-intervention in the interpersonal case.™ We will
now argue that several distributive principles cannot account for the soundness of this claim.

Unsurprisingly, the claim is at odds with utilitarianism. The expected total utility of
intervention in the intrapersonal case is identical to the expected total utility of intervention in
the interpersonal case. The same is true of non-intervention. For a utilitarian, therefore, for a
loss of a given size, non-intervention is justified in the intrapersonal case if and only if it is
justified in the interpersonal case.

Nor can the Priority View accept this claim. According to this view, each person’s
‘utility has diminishing marginal moral importance’, only because equal improvements in a
person’s utility matter less the better off she is in absolute terms.'® As Parfit puts it, on the
Priority View, ‘benefits to the worse off matter more, but that is only because these people
are at a lower absolute level. It is irrelevant that these people are worse off than others.
Benefits to them would matter just as much even if there were no others who were better
off’.*" In other words, the extra weight the Priority View gives to improvements in utility for
a person further down the utility scale does not depend on the presence of another person who
is better or worse off than the first person, and whose interests conflict with the first person’s
interests. The Priority View therefore holds that the weight one gives to the difference in
utility between the severe visual impairment and the somewhat-worse-than-severe visual
impairment (in Table 2, the difference between 0.8 and 0.8-6) in the intrapersonal case should
be the same as the weight one gives to this difference in the interpersonal case. The same is

true, of course, for the weight one gives to the difference in utility between the severe visual

1> Here is another way of putting our central claim. The largest loss for which non-intervention is permissible in
the Two-Person Intrapersonal Case is larger than the largest loss (if any) for which non-intervention is
permissible in the contrasting interpersonal case.

16 “Equality or Priority?” p. 105.

" 1bid., p. 104 (emphases in original).
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impairment and unimpaired vision. Therefore, like a utilitarian, a prioritarian must hold that
for a loss of a given size, non-intervention is justified in the intrapersonal case precisely when
it is justified in the interpersonal case. This is true even though the largest loss for which the
prioritarian regards non-intervention as justified will be smaller than the largest loss for
which the utilitarian regards non-intervention as justified.

Here is another way of putting the point. On the version of the Priority View under
consideration here, one can first assess the total moral value of every possible end state
separately using a ‘moral value function” which assigns positive but decreasing marginal
moral value to each person’s utility in that state and then base one’s decision on the moral
value of these end states.*® Now, for the prioritarian, if s, turns out to be the end state, the
total moral value of non-intervention in the intrapersonal case is the moral value of one
person’s level of utility being 1 plus the moral value of another’s level of utility being 0.8.
This is, of course, equal to the total moral value of non-intervention in the interpersonal case
if 51 turns out to be the end state. If s, turns out to be the end state, the moral value of non-
intervention in the intrapersonal case is the moral value of one person’s level of utility being
0.8-6 plus the moral value of another’s level of utility being 0.8. This is obviously equivalent
to the total moral value of non-intervention in the interpersonal case if s, is the end-state. In
each state, therefore, the value of non-intervention in the intrapersonal case is identical to the
value of non-intervention in the interpersonal case. (The same is, of course, true of the value

of intervention.) It follows that the prioritarian must regard herself as having just as much

8 We follow Otsuka and Voorhoeve, ‘Why It Matters’, pp. 195-6 in taking this to be the version of the Priority
View articulated by Parfit. Note, however, that, unlike Otsuka and VVoorhoeve, we need not assume that an
adherent of the Priority View makes decisions under uncertainty by maximizing expected moral value. All that
is required for our argument is that if, in each state of the world, one alternative yields the same outcome as

another alternative, then a prioritarian is indifferent between these alternatives.
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reason to choose non-intervention in the intrapersonal case as she has to choose non-
intervention in the interpersonal case.'®

A particular form of egalitarianism fares no better. To see this, note that whatever the
true state of the world is, the outcome inequality generated by non-intervention is the same in
the Two-Person Intrapersonal Case as in the Two-Person Interpersonal Case. In sy, the
outcome inequality generated by non-intervention in the intrapersonal case is the same as the
outcome inequality generated by non-intervention in the interpersonal case: one person’s
utility level is 1 and another person’s utility level is 0.8. The same is, of course, true of non-
intervention in s,: in both cases, one person’s utility level is 0.8-8 and the other’s is 0.8. A
form of egalitarianism which is concerned only with the extent of outcome inequality (or only
with unchosen—by the people affected—and undeserved outcome inequality, as all
inequalities in our examples are) cannot, therefore, distinguish between non-intervention in
the intrapersonal and interpersonal cases.

This is true even if we drop the assumption (made in section Il) that in the Two-
Person Intrapersonal Case, the expected benefit to Albert has sufficient weight relative to the
badness of inequality to ensure that there is a loss for which non-intervention is justifiable.
Even if for every possible loss in the specified range, you should intervene in order to

preserve equality, it is clear that for any such loss, the reasons to opt for non-intervention are

9 There is a prioritarian view, different from the one discussed here, which holds that we should apply
prioritarian weighting to individuals’ expected utility, rather than to the utility that they end up with, when these
two differ. On this ex ante Priority View, it is more important to provide an equally large improvement in
expected utility to someone with low expected utility than to someone with high expected utility. (See Larry G.
Epstein and Uzi Segal, ‘Quadratic Social Welfare Functions’, Journal of Political Economy 100 (1992): 691-
712.) For criticism of ex ante prioritarianism, see Otsuka and Voorhoeve, ‘Why It Matters’, pp. 197-8; Otsuka,
‘Prioritarianism and the Separateness of Persons’, (this volume); and Fleurbaey and Voorhoeve, ‘On the

Evaluation of Expectedly Beneficial Treatments that Will Disadvantage the Worst Off”, (ms.).
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stronger in the intrapersonal case than in the interpersonal case. In the former, you have
reason to refrain from intervening because non-intervention is best for Albert and does not
affect Bob’s interests. By contrast, in the latter, the only thing to be said for non-intervention
is that it offers an expected gain to Bob that is larger than or equal to the expected loss it
threatens to Albert. Because of the contrast between the unity of the individual and the
separateness of persons, the latter is a less weighty reason in favour of non-intervention than
the former. This difference cannot be explained by a view which cares only about the extent
of the outcome inequality in this pair of cases.

Of course, this is just one form of egalitarianism. We will explore another form in the
next section. First, we observe that given the foregoing, it is easy to establish that views
which combine this type of egalitarian concern with a concern for total utility or total
priority-weighted utility will also fail to account for the change in the justifiability of non-
intervention in our pair of cases. Consider, for example, what Parfit calls the ‘Pluralist
Egalitarian View’, on which ‘it would be better both if there was more equality, and if there
was more utility. In deciding which of two outcomes would be better, [this view gives]
weight to both these values’.? If the aforementioned egalitarian view is the egalitarian
element of this pluralist view, then, in each state of the world, inequality and total utility for
non-intervention are the same in the intrapersonal case as they are in the interpersonal case;
the same goes for intervention. The choice between intervention and non-intervention in the
intrapersonal case will then, on this view, be equivalent in all relevant respects to the choice
between intervention and non-intervention in the interpersonal case.

Consider next ‘Equality-Prioritarianism’, proposed by Martin Peterson and Sven Ove

Hansson, which judges the goodness of a distribution entirely by the sum of priority-weighted

0 “Equality or Priority?” p. 85.
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utility multiplied by a factor that represents the degree of equality in the population.?* Once
again, if the aforementioned egalitarian view is the egalitarian element of this pluralist view,
then in each state of the world, the badness of inequality and total priority-weighted utility for
non-intervention is the same in the intrapersonal case as it is in the interpersonal case; the
same goes for intervention. Equality-Prioritarianism will therefore also fail to register any
difference between the choice of non-intervention in the intrapersonal case and the
interpersonal case.

In sum, we have argued that three distributive principles, whether alone or in
combination, fail to fully respect the demands imposed by the difference between the unity of
the individual and the separateness of persons. In order to see clearly where these views go
wrong, note that, on each of them, the following claims are true: (i) the only information one
needs to determine the moral value of an end state conditional on the choice of an alternative
is the anonymously specified distribution of the utilities of all individuals in that state
conditional on the choice of this alternative; and (ii) if, in each state of the world, one
alternative yields the same moral value as another, then these alternatives are equally good.
Consequently, on each of these views the following claims about our pair of two-person cases

are true:

(@) In sy, the pattern of well-being generated by non-intervention is identical except
that the identities of the people who end up with excellent vision and the severe visual
impairment are different. But these identities are irrelevant; all that matters for the
evaluation of non-intervention in s; is that in there is someone with excellent vision

and someone with the severe visual impairment. In s;, non-intervention in the

2! “Equality and Priority’, Utilitas 17 (2005): 299-309.

16



intrapersonal case therefore has the same morally relevant characteristics as in the
interpersonal case.

(b) In sy, the pattern of well-being generated by non-intervention is identical in both
cases. In sy, non-intervention in the intrapersonal case therefore has the same morally
relevant characteristics as in the interpersonal case.

(c) Since non-intervention in the intrapersonal case has the same morally relevant
characteristics as non-intervention in the interpersonal case in each possible state of

the world, it has the same morally relevant characteristics overall.

Claim (i) and its corollaries (a) and (b) are problematic. It is wrong to always evaluate
a risky alternative such as non-intervention by considering only the anonymized pattern of
well-being this alternative will generate in each state of the world. Doing so excludes
consideration of what an individual would have achieved in another state of the world (which,
at the time of choice, has positive probability) as a consequence of the choice of this
alternative. As we have seen, this information is relevant, because it is relevant for whose

sake the risky alternative was chosen.

IV. AN EGALITARIAN VIEW THAT ACCOUNTS FOR THE SHIFT
We conclude from the foregoing that in order to fully respect the difference between the unity
of the individual and the separateness of persons, egalitarians need to deny that the badness of
the inequality resulting from non-intervention is identical in our pair of cases. There is a
natural way for egalitarians to do so. For while the outcome inequality due to non-
intervention is identical in our pair of cases, there is a marked difference in the inequality in

individuals’ expected utilities, and their concomitant chances of ending up worse off than
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another. In the intrapersonal case, Albert’s expected utility is 0.9-(6/2) and Bob’s is 0.8; in
the interpersonal case, Albert’s expected utility is 0.8-(8/2) and Bob’s is 0.9.% The inequality
in expected utility is therefore greater in the interpersonal case. Connected with this larger
inequality, Albert’s chance of ending up worse off than Bob rises from 50 percent in the
intrapersonal case to 100 percent in the interpersonal case. In sum, non-intervention in the
interpersonal case would systematically place Albert at disadvantage relative to Bob. By
contrast, non-intervention in the intrapersonal case does not systematically place a particular
person at a relative disadvantage. Egalitarians can therefore distinguish these cases by
claiming that non-intervention in the interpersonal case is less fair than in the intrapersonal
case, because it involves a more unequal distribution of the chances of being relatively
advantaged.

Such a claim is not ad hoc. At the heart of the strand of contemporary egalitarianism
developed by G.A. Cohen, Arneson, and Temkin lies a concern for the unfairness of
unchosen, undeserved outcome inequality.?® Now, the unfairness, and therefore badness, of
such outcome inequality may be partly determined by individuals’ chances of ending up
worse off than others; a given outcome inequality may be judged less unfair when each
person has a chance to end up better off than when the worse off have no such chance. The
core concern of these egalitarians—unfairness—can therefore motivate both a concern with

the extent of outcome inequality and with inequality in expected utility.?*

%2 Recall that 0<5<0.2.

% See G.A. Cohen, ‘On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice’, Ethics 99 (1989): 906-44, esp. p. 908; Arneson,
‘Postscript’, and ‘Equality of Opportunity for Welfare Defended and Recanted’, The Journal of Political
Philosophy 7 (1999): 488-497; and Temkin, ‘Inequality’, and ‘Equality, Priority, and the Levelling Down
Objection’, in The Ideal of Equality, ed. Clayton and Williams (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002),

pp. 126-61.

2 We are grateful to Michael Otsuka for stressing this point in correspondence.
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Temkin puts these points as follows:

Equality is a subtopic of the more general (...) topic of fairness. Specifically, concern
about inequality is that portion of our concern about fairness that focuses on how
people fare relative to others. (...) We say that inequalities are objectionable because
they are unfair; but by the same token, we say that there is a kind of unfairness in

being worse off than another through no fault or choice of one’s own.?

Egalitarians should be pluralists (...) in terms of the kinds of equality that matter. (...)
Equality, like morality itself, is complex. And more than one conception may be
relevant to our “all things considered” egalitarian judgments. (...) [A] large
component of the egalitarian’s concern should be with equality of welfare. (...)

However, | also think the egalitarian should give weight to equality of opportunity.?

Temkin goes on to make clear that he here understands ‘equality of opportunity’ as
being satisfied when there are equal chances of receiving a good in a lottery that is itself
unchosen by the participants. For he illustrates his claim about a distinctive concern with
such chances with an example of two imagined societies which have the same degree of
unchosen, undeserved outcome inequality. In one of these societies, an individual’s place in
the distribution of benefits and burdens is determined entirely by the family he or she is born
into; in the other, individuals’ places are determined by a lottery held at birth, which gives

each baby an equal chance of ending up in any position.?” Temkin holds that this second

2 ‘Inequality’, p. 334.
% |bid., pp. 327-8 and 337-8, emphasis in the original.

7 Ibid., pp. 338-9.
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society, while being substantially unfair, would be less unfair than the first because each has
an equal chance of ending up in any position. Discussing a similar example, Arneson concurs:
‘[t]he inegalitarian society [in which each has an equal chance of ending up in any position]
seems to me far from just in its distributive practices, but more nearly just than an otherwise
similar society minus the [equal chances]’.?®

Such a concern with the equality of individuals’ chances of receiving a benefit is not
merely distinct from a concern with the extent of outcome equality. It can also motivate

choices that conflict with the choices that would be motivated by a concern for the extent of

outcome equality alone. Consider, for example:

Treatment Case 1: Albert and Bob will both go wholly blind due to natural causes
unless you, a morally-motivated stranger, intervene. You can provide one of two
treatments. Non-risky treatment 1 will ensure Albert is left with only a very slight
visual impairment, and leave Bob almost, but not quite, fully blind. Risky treatment 1
will either, with 50 percent probability, fully cure Albert and leave Bob wholly blind,

or instead, with 50 percent probability, fully cure Bob and leave Albert wholly blind.

The utilities associated with these treatments are listed in Table 3. 0.6 is the utility
of living while totally blind; “0.65” the utility of living while almost wholly blind; and “0.95”

is the utility of living with the very slight visual impairment.

28 ‘Postscript’, p. 240.
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Table 3. The distribution of utility in the Treatment Case 1.

Alternative Person State of the world (equiprobable).
S1 S2
Non-Risky 1 Albert 0.95 0.95
Bob 0.65 0.65
Risky 1 Albert 1 0.6
Bob 0.6 1

In Treatment Case 1, a concern for equal chances of receiving the most beneficial
treatment would motivate a choice of Risky Treatment 1, whereas a concern for the extent of
outcome equality would motivate a choice of Non-Risky Treatment 1.

It is important to note that the type of fairness of equal chances appealed to by
Arneson and Temkin is distinct from fairness conceived of as the absence of partiality or
favouritism in the distribution of a good. While giving people equal chances of receiving
some indivisible benefit can be a way of ensuring and demonstrating the absence of partiality,
it may not be the only way to do s0.2° Moreover, there can be cases in which impartiality is
assured and in which it is nonetheless fairer (on the view proposed by Arneson and Temkin)

to give each an equal chance of a benefit. Consider, for example, the following:

Treatment Case 2: Albert and Bob will both go wholly blind due to natural causes
unless you, a morally-motivated stranger, intervene. You can provide one of two
treatments. Non-risky treatment 2 will fully cure Albert and leave Bob almost, but not
quite, fully blind. Risky treatment 2 will either, with 50 percent probability, ensure

Albert has only a very slight visual impairment and leave Bob wholly blind, or instead,

# See George Sher, ‘What Makes a Lottery Fair?” Nods 14 (1980): 203-16 and David Wasserman, ‘Let Them

Eat Chances: Probability and Distributive Justice’, Economics and Philosophy 12 (1996): 29-49.
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with 50 percent probability, ensure Bob has only this slight visual impairment and

leave Albert wholly blind.

The utilities associated with these treatments are represented in Table 4.

Table 4. The distribution of utility in the Treatment Case 2.

Alternative Person State of the world (equiprobable).
S1 S2
Non-Risky 2 Albert 1 1
Bob 0.65 0.65
Risky 2 Albert 0.95 0.6
Bob 0.6 0.95

In this case, the worst and best well-being outcomes are marginally better under the
non-risky treatment. Suppose further, for simplicity, that the relevant measure of outcome
inequality is such that both treatments generate the same amount of outcome inequality and
that, as a morally-motivated stranger, you are known to be free of bias. On a view on which
equal chances of receiving a good are merely a way of ensuring and expressing impartial
consideration of the interests of each, there is nothing fairer about choosing the risky
treatment in this case. Indeed, on this view, given the superior levels of well-being that would
result from administering it, you have every reason to choose the non-risky treatment. By
contrast, on the view on which equal chances of a benefit make a distinctive contribution to

fairness, you have a reason to choose the risky treatment.*

¥ Those who believe that the Risky Treatment 2 would be fairer in this sense need not, of course, think it
preferable all things considered, since they may care about the higher levels of well-being enjoyed under Non-

Risky Treatment 2.
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The intuition that giving people equal chances of being advantaged can make such a
distinctive contribution to fairness appears to be widely shared.** The best explanation of this
judgment seems to us to be that a given outcome inequality among people with equally strong
claims to a benefit is less unfair when each person has a chance to end up better off than
when the worse off have no such chance, because in receiving this chance, each person
receives an something of value.** Chances of receiving benefits, or of avoiding harms, are of
expected value to people, and the more equally this value is distributed at a relevant point in
time, the fairer the distribution. Of course, the well-being value of a chance for a person
evaporates once it is clear that this chance is unrealized.® In this sense, having a chance at a
benefit which does not materialize does not compensate a person for the well-being foregone,
or offer any satisfaction of his well-being interests. However, a chance’s contribution to
fairness does not evaporate. It remains true, for example, of someone who received an equal
chance at an indivisible benefit of a given size, and for whom the benefit did not materialize,
that he had a fair chance of receiving it. For this reason, it makes a contribution to satisfying
each individual’s interest in being treated fairly in the distributive process, where this fair

treatment involves more than just having his interests given equal consideration.®*

31 See, for example, Peter Diamond, ‘Cardinal Welfare, Individualistic Ethics, and Interpersonal Comparison of
Utility: Comment’, Journal of Political Economy, 75 (1967): 765-6; John Broome, ‘Fairness’, Proceedings of
the Aristotelian Society, New Series 91 (1990): 87-101; and Otsuka, ‘The Fairness of Equal Chances’, (ms.).

¥ See Otsuka, ‘The Fairness’.

% In our cases, it is assumed that individuals’ chances of receiving a good are non-transferable, so that they have
no opportunity to exchange their as-yet-unrealized chance for some other good that will contribute to their well-
being. We can also assume that the individuals concerned do not know their chances of receiving a benefit, so
that they derive no benefit from the mere anticipation of the possible gain. The chance of receiving a benefit
therefore makes no contribution the quality of life of a person who does not end up receiving it.

¥ As mentioned in footnote 11, we assume that the satisfaction of this interest does not figure in our measure of

utility.
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Now, some, like David Wasserman, reject the idea that equal chances make a
contribution to fairness beyond their contribution to ensuring, and expressing, impartiality.*
We will not resolve this dispute about the fairness of equal chances here. Our aim has merely
been to establish the following: (i) in order to fully respect the difference between the unity of
the individual and the separateness of persons, egalitarians must care about more than the
extent of outcome inequality; and (ii) caring, in addition, about the fairness of the distribution
of chances is one way that egalitarians can respect this difference. If Wasserman is right, and,
in our cases, one should not care about the distribution of mere chances of being benefited or
harmed, then, we believe, egalitarians need to adjust their views in some other way in order

to fully respect this difference.*®

% ¢Let Them Eat Chances’.

% Alternatively, egalitarians could claim that if, as Wasserman claims, inequalities in chances (as opposed to
outcomes) do not affect fairness, then, notwithstanding the initial appearances, non-intervention is no less
justifiable in the interpersonal case than it is in the intrapersonal case. In support of this claim, one could argue
that the initial perception of the unfairness of the inequality of expected utilities in the intrapersonal case was a
false perception which explains, but does not justify, the initial, and erroneous, judgment that non-intervention is
less justifiable in the interpersonal case. However, even if we were to accept Wasserman’s view, we would not
accept this debunking explanation of this difference in the justifiability of non-intervention between our central
pair of cases. The difference between, on the one hand, Albert running a risk of harm for his sake and, on the
other, Albert running that risk for the sake of another who will be better off, is so clear that we believe one
should look for a non-debunking explanation of its importance. Indeed, the Competing Claims View described
in section V provides such an explanation which is not dependent on accepting the disputed claim about the

fairness of equal chances.

24



V. THE COMPETING CLAIMS VIEW
There is, indeed, a different view which can account for the shift in judgment between the
intrapersonal and interpersonal case, and which can be held separately from, or (as part of a
pluralist egalitarian view) in conjunction with, a view about the badness of outcome
equality.>” On what we will call the ‘Competing Claims View’, we decide between
alternatives by considering the comparative strength of the claims of different individuals,
where (i) a claim can be made on an individual’s behalf if and only if his interests are at stake;
and (ii) his claim to have a given alternative chosen is stronger: (iia) the more his interests are
promoted by that alternative; and (iib) the worse off he is relative to others with whom his
interests conflict.

On this view, because an individual has no claim when his interests are not at stake,
mere inequality does not ground a claim when he could not be any better off. It is therefore
not the case that, on this view, inequality (whether of prospects or of outcomes) is
intrinsically bad. Nonetheless, between people with competing claims, inequality matters
because it lends force to the claims of those who are worse off.

On the Competing Claims View, in both our one-person and our two-person
intrapersonal case, there is only a claim on Albert’s behalf. It is natural to take this to be a
claim for him to be exposed to a sufficiently attractive gamble. Non-intervention is therefore
straightforwardly justifiable when we would choose it for Albert’s sake. In the interpersonal
tradeoff case, by contrast, we must consider two competing claims: Albert’s claim not to be
exposed to a risk of harm, and Bob’s claim to be granted the chance of a benefit. The strength
of these claims is determined by the size of the harm and benefit, the probability of their
occurrence, and Albert’s and Bob’s relative condition. Albert’s claim is therefore

strengthened by the fact that, if he were exposed to the risk of harm, he would be worse off

%7 See Otsuka and Voorhoeve, ‘Why It Matters’, pp. 181-2.
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than Bob no matter what happened. The potential loss to Albert therefore acquires greater
significance in our interpersonal case than it has in our intrapersonal cases, and this accounts
for the difference in the justifiability of non-intervention.

As sketched here, the Competing Claims View is far from a complete moral view.
(For example, it is silent on whether and how claims should be aggregated in many-person
interpersonal tradeoff cases.) It seems to us that it would be valuable to further develop the
Competing Claims View and to examine its implications in detail. There are, however,
reasons to think that attention to the claims of individuals can be, at most, only one element
in a comprehensive theory of distributive ethics. For it seems that in some so-called ‘Non-
Identity Cases’, these claims play no role in our moral deliberations, so that such cases need

to be decided with reference to other distributive principles.®

V1. CONCLUSION
We have argued that a concern for the extent of outcome equality is not sufficient to account
for the shift in moral judgment between intrapersonal and interpersonal tradeoff cases. We
have also argued that one can fully respect the difference between the unity of the individual
and the separateness of persons by appealing to both the unfairness of unequal outcomes and
the unfairness of unequal prospects or to the way inequality determines the strength of

competing claims.
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% See Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford, 1984), Part Four, and Otsuka, ‘Prioritarianism’.
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