Prioritarianism

Nils Holtug

1. Introduction

Prioritarianism is the view that, roughly, a benefit has greater moral value the worse
the situation of the individual to whom it accrues. This view has received a great deal
of attention in recent years.’ In part, thisis due to the fact that prioritarianism has only
recently been distinguished from egalitarianism, at least by political philosophers.
Thus, it has been suggested that perhaps some political theorists who have thought
of themselves as egalitarians are in fact better described as prioritarians (Parfit 199%:
19--22). A second, more important reason is that it has recently been argued that,
unlike egalitarianism, prioritarianism is not vulnerable to the so-called Levelling
Down Objection. According to this objection. it cannot, in any respect, be better to
increase equality when this means lowering the welfare of some and increasing the
welfare of none (Parfir 1891: 23). Since egalitarians are committed to the claim that it
is in at least one respect better to increase equality, even if by levelling down. they
are subject to the Levelling Down Objection. Prioritarians, on the other hand, do not
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value equality but are simply concerned with the fate of the worse off and so see
no value in levelling down. Several pelitical philosophers have therefore considered
prioritarianism superior to egalitarianism (Arneson 2000; Crisp 2003; Holrug 1999,
forthcoming; Parfit 1991).

These claims about prioritarianism and its relative merits have been challenged
in various ways. Thus, some have argued that there really is no distinction to be
made between egalitarianism and prioritarianism (Fleurbaey forthcoming; Hausman
forthcoming). Others have argued that even if there is a distinction to be made, it does
not serve to distinguish them with respect to the Levelling Down Objection (Broome
forthcoming; Fleurbaey forthcoming). Furrthermore, some have raised doubts with
respect to the person-affecting basis of prioritarianism (Temkin 19934 245~82; 2000:
151-3). Finally, it has been argued that prioritarianisin fails to capture some common
and important intuitdons about relational justice and is in this respect inferior to
egalitarianism ( Ternkin 2003b: 12—19), and fails to appropriately capture the virtue on
which it is based, namely that of compassion (Crisp 2003: 755--63).

In the following, I shall first make a suggestion as to how the distinction between
egalitarianism and prioritarianism should be drawn. I'shall then argue that, according
to this distinction, the Levelling Down Objection does serve to distinguish between
these two distributive views. Furthermore. I shall argue that while prioritarianism
includes an impersonal element, it is quite compatible with the person-atfecting basis
of the Levelling Down Objection. Finally, I'shall argue that prioritarianism may well
accommodate our intuitions about relational justice and the virtue of compassion.
Thus. my argument will amount to a defence of prioritarianism against a number of
objections.

Before I begin my defence, I need to say something about the framework I shall
employ. Iam concerned with axiology. More precisely, my concern is with principles
that order outcomes in terms of welfare. In fact, I shall assume a welfarist axiological
doctrine according 1o which outcome value is a function only of the welfare of
individuals.? This means that the versions of prioritarianism and egalitarianism [ shall
consider are welfarist axiological versions.’

Obviously, the welfarist doctrine I shall assume is highly controversial, butitallows
me to focus on some particular aspects of distributive justice and 1o leave out others.
And even if one is not a welfarist, my discussion may be of interest because even
non-welfarists may want to arrach some importance to the distribution of welfare.

* For similar characterisations of welfarism, see Blackorby eral. (1984: 328—32); Ng (1990: 171 Sen
(1987: 39). In Holtug (20035), I point to some problems with this characterisation, but argue that
different characterizations may be appropriate in different contexts. And in the present context, this
characterization will serve us just fine.

* Sometimes axiological versions of such principles are called ‘teleclogical’; see Parfit (1991 3—4).
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I need to be a bit more precise about my claim that egalitarianism is vulnerable
to the Levelling Down Objection. Strictly speaking, I shall only be concerned with
axiological welfare egalitarianism and so [shall not consider how this objection applies
to other egalitarian views.* And since axiological welfare egalitarianism is the only kind
of egalitarianism I shall be concerned with, I shall simply refer to it as ‘egalitarianism’.

2. Egalitarianism

In this section and the next. I consider the issue of how to distinguish prioritarianism
from egalitarianism. Consider first egalitarianism. Egalitarians value equality, and
equality is a refation” But what does it mean that egalitarians value this relation? First,
they value it intrinsically. That is, egalitarians value equality because they take it w0
be good in itself and not (merelv) good because it tends to further some other goal,
say, fraternity, political stabilitv, or the general welfare. Thus, a utilitarian may have
reasons to prefer some degree of equality, but surely that does not make her an
egalitarian. To be an egalitarian, a person must value equalityjbr its own sake.

Second. to qualifv as an egalitarian, a person must value equality in the sense
that she considers more equal outcomes in one respect better than less equal outcomes.®
However, she need not consider more equal outcomes better all things considered.
After all, clearly she may have other concerns, say, for libertv, autonomy, or the
general welfare. Combining these two claims, what we get is

Outcome Welfare Egalitarianism. An outcome is in one respect intrinsically better, the
more equal a distribution of individual welfare it includes.

Of course, different measures of equality will rank outcomes differently and so there
may be genuine disagreements about which cutcomes are better than others with
respect to this value. Nevertheless, I want to suggest that in order for a measure to be
a measure of equality, it mustimply

* But for the suggestion that the Levelling Down Objection applies to many other forms of
egalitarianism as well, see Lippert-Rasmussen (Ch. 4 in this volume).

* Thus, it is common to stress the relausmal nature of egalitarianism. For instance, Parfiv writes:
‘Egalitarians are concerned with relativities: with how each person’s level compares with the level of
ather people’ (1991: 23). And Temkin states: “The egalitarian has no intrinsic concern with how much
people have, her concern is with how much people have relative to others’ (1%93a: 200). Others, however,
use the term ‘egalitarianism’ in a wider sense, where it includes at least one view that does not attach
intrinsic value to relations between people, namely prioritarianism (see e.g. McKerlie 1996: 277).

® For a simiar principle and the suggestion that it is central to egalitarianism, see Tungodden
(2003 6).
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The Perfect Equality Claim. An outcome in which everyone has the same share of
welfare is more equal than an outcome in which individuals have different shares.

Like the claim that, according to egalitarians, more equal outcomes are in one respect
intrinsically better than less equal outcomes, the Perfect Equality Claim seemns to
me to be a part of our ordinary conception of what {(welfare) equality is (see also
Vallentyne 2000: 4).

While Outcome Welfare Egalitarianism and the Perfect Equality Claim each seem
innocent enough, together they imply

The Fgalitarian Relational Claim. An outcome in which everyone has the same share of
welfare is in one respect intrinsically better than an outcome in which individuals
have different shares.

The Egalitarian Relational Claim, it seems to me, nicelv captures an important
relational aspect of egalitarianism. A principle that satisfies it will imply that an
increase in an individual’s welfare from » to n+1 intrinsically improves an outcome in
one respect if evervone else is at #+1, but makes it intrinsically worse in one respect
if everyone else is at n. Thus, the value of such an increase depends on the recipient’s
welfare level relative to that of others. However, as we shall see in Section 4, the
Egalirarian Relational Claim renders egalitarianism vulnerable to the Levelling Down
Objection.

In the following, then, [ shall assume rhar egalirarians are cormmitted to Outcome
Welfare Egalitarianism, the Perfect Equality Claim, and (hence} the Egalitarian
Relational Claim. Of course, these three principles amount only to a very limited
characterization of egalitarianism. Thus, they only tell us how o rank equal outcomes
against unequal ones and only in one respect. Let me address these two limitations
separately.

The proposed egalitarian principles do not tell us anything about how to rank
various patterns of nequality. However, they are of course compatible with a number
of further restrictions. For simplicity, let us momentarily assume that we hold an
all things considered version of Qutcome Welfare Egalitarianism (such a version is
obtained by deleting ‘in one respect’ from the original formulation). This version may
satisfy, forinstance, the Pigou—Dalton Principle of transfer. According to this principle.
if the sum of welfare remnains constant, equality is increased bv a transfer of welfare
from a betrer-off person to a worse-off person, as long as their relative positions are not
reversed. What this principle captures is the intuition that egualizing transfers between
two individuals that do not affect the total sum of welfare improve an outcome.
However, [ do not intend to specify the egalitarian ordering of different patterns of
inequality here because, as I shall argue in the next section, the characterization I have
already provided suffices to distinguish egalitarianism from prioritarianism.
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My characterization is also limited in the sense thatit does not tell us anything about
how to order outcomes ail things considered. Consider again Outcome Welfare Egalitari-
anism. Egalitarians will not want to claim that equality is all that matters and so will
notsimply hold this principle; they will want to combine the concern forequality with
certain other distributive concerns. Afterall, Outcome Welfare Egalitarianism does not
even imply that welfare equality at high welfare levels is better than welfare equality at
low welfare levels. Furthermore, if we combine the concern for equality with certain
other distributive concerns, there is no guarantee that the resulting principle will
imply that an equal distribution is better than an unequal one, all things considered.

Some such principles that combine egalitarian and non-egalitarian concerns will
satisfy the Pareto Principle, according to which two outcomes are equally good if they
are equally good for everyone, and one is better than the other if it is better for some
and worse for none.” Let us call such versions Pareto Qutcome Welfare Egalitarianism.®
Because it satisfies the Pareto Principle, Pareto Outcome Welfare Egalitarianism implies
that an increase in an individual's welfare (holding the welfare of others constant)
improves an outcome even if it changes it from a situation of equality to one of
inequality. Furthermore, since Pareto Qutcome Welfare Egalitarianism is supposed to
capture not just the concern for equality but also other relevant moral concerns, 1
shall take it to be a principle that orders outcomes all things considered.

Note that while Pareto Outcome Welfare Egalitarianism implies that some unequal
outcomes are better than some equal outcomes, it nevertheless satishes the Egalitarian
Relational Claim. This is because | have defined Pareto Outcome Welfare Egalitaria-
nism as a principle that combines egalitarian and non-egalitarian concerns such as to
satisfv the Pareto Principle, and I have characterised egalitarian concerns in terms of
this relational claim. Thus, Pareto Qutcome Welfare Egalitarianism implies that an
outcome in which everyone has the same share of welfare is in one respect intrinsically
better than an outcome in which individuals have different shares.

" This version differs from standard versions of the Pareto Principle, since standard versions are
formulated in terms of preferences rather than welfare; see e.g. Broome (1991: I52). It corresponds to
Broome’s principle of personal good; see (1991: 163).

 While many egalitarians seem to accept the Pareto Principle, not all do. Brian Barry reconstructs
‘and endorses)an argument of Rawls’s, according to which equality is unjust when it is Pareto—inferior
and, in particular, when there is a Pareto—superior outcome in which the worst off are better off;
see Barry (1989: 213—54), Furthermore, Broome defends the Pareto Principle and combines it with
egalitarian concerns in Broome (1991: 165-201). Also, Tungodden endorses the Pareto Principle from
within an egalitarian framework; Tungodden (2003: 10). Incidentally, both Broome and Tungodden
seem to consider the Pareto Principle a plausible restriction on egalitarianism in its own nght, rather
than an implication of a plausible weighing of egalitarian and non-egalitarian (e.g. utilitarian) con-
cerns. On the other side of this egalitarian divide, McKerlie suggests that there is no particular reason
why egalitarians should weight equality and welfare such that the Pareto Principle is always satished;
McKerlie (1996: 287). Ternkin holds a similar view (2003b: 80).
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To put it differently, we might say that egalitarians are committed to a particular
reasen for holding the particular all things considered ordering that they hold. Of
course, egalitarians do not share all their reasons (then they would hold the same
orderings all things considered), but thev have at least one reason in common. And
this reason isitself an axiological ordering, albeit a partial ordering of outcomes in one
respect only?

However, MarcFleurbaey rejects theidea that egalitarianism should be characterized
in terms of reasons. He considers what he calls the minjmal egalitarian statement
that ‘unequal distributions have something bad that equal distributions do not have’,
but claims that this statement has almost no implications for the social ranking
(Fleurbaey forthcoming). Obviously, what Fleurbaey calls the minimal egalitarian
statement is very similar to the Egalitarian Relational Claim. So what, exactly, is the
problem with this statement supposed to be? Fleurbaey stresses that ‘it is important
to distinguish disagreements about the social ranking from disagreements about the
reasons supporting the social ranking. Onlv the former have practical implications
and are directly relevant for the policy-maker’ (Fleurbaey forthcoming). In other
words, what is important for the policy-maker is the social ranking, and the minimal
egalitarian statement says almost nothing about thar.

Let me make two brief points. First, the Egalitarian Relational Claim is defined
in terms of a ranking of outcomes, although a partial ordering in one respect only.
Nevertheless, | am sure that Fleurbaey will insist that what is important for the
policy-maker is the all things considered ordering, This brings me to my second point.
There is of course a sense in which it is true that whart has practical implications for
individuals is the all things considered ordering, What should be implemented is the
all things considered ordering and, in its implementation, the implications of each
separate reason that supports this ordering are not felt by anyone.

But how is this supposed to show that the distinctions between distributive
principles should be drawn (only) in terms of such orderings? The policy-maker,
or anyone else for that marter, may want 10 know why she should implement a
particular ordering, or whether an ordering that is already implemented is justified,
and to answer these questions, she will need to invoke reasons. So distinctions in
terms of reasons certainly have real importance.

Another implication of accounting for egalitarianism in terms of reasons is that
we may find egalitarians and non-egalitarians endorsing identical orderings all things
considered. In fact, as we shall see in the next section, we may even find egalitarians

® This ordering is partial because the Egalitarian Relational Claim implies only that egual outcomes
are in one respect intrinsically better than unegual outcomes. Thus, it does not tell us how to rank equal
outcomes against other equal outcomes and nor does it tell us how to rank unequal outcomes against
other unequal cutcomes.
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and prioritarians in agreement here (for a similar point, see Fleurbaey forthcoming;
Jensen 2003: 101—3; Tungodden 2003: 30—1). The difference, of course, will consist in
their reasons for endorsing a particular ordering.

But note that this talk of different reasons for accepting a particular ordering
all things considered is in no way mysterious. For instance, several reasons have
been given for accepting Rawls’s difference principle. One of these reasons appeals to
Rawls’s contract argument, whereas another appeals only to the ‘intuitive’ case for
giving priority to the worst off in cases where they are not themselves responsible for
so being (Barry 1989: 213~ 14; Kymlicka 1990: 53). So do two people who both hold the
difference principle, but each for their own reason, hold the same view? In a sense yes,
and in another sense no. In order to bring out the full extent of their commirments,
we shall have to refer to their reasons for holding the difference principle. Likewise,
in order to describe the difference between egalitarians and other theorists, we shall
have to refer to their reasons for ordering outcomes in the manner they do.™

On this account of egalitarianism, then, it may not always be possible to determine
whether an ordering that a particular person holdsis egalitarian or not. Furthermore,
turning from the person who holds this ordering to the ordering itself, there may be
no determinate answer to the question of whether it is egalitarian or not. This may
seem to be a rather impractical implication.

However, first, there is nothing that this characterisation of egalitarianism prevents
us from saying. Even if we cannot always determine whether a partcular ordering is
egalitarian, we can explain exactly why this is so and what the implications of this
ordering are. We can, for instance, say that it is compatible with egalitarianism.

Second, as I have stressed, it seems to me that to be worthy of the predicate ‘egal-
itarian’, a principle must involve a commitment to Qutcome Welfare Egalitarianism,
the Perfect Equality Claim, and so the Egalitarian Reladonal Claim. Therefore, in order
to be justified in calling a certain distributive view egalitarian. we must understand it
as including a particular {egalitarian) reason for accepting it.

Finally, as 1 have already mentioned, the feature I have called the Egalitarian
Relational Claim is what invites the Levelling Down Objection, and so drawing the
distinction between egalitarianism and prioritarianism in terms of it ensures that this
distinction has real theoretical interest.

My characterisation of egalitarianism, then, is limited both in that it does notenable
us to order various patterns of inequality and in that it does not enable us to order

¥ Incidentally, Fleurbaey seems to acknowledge that egalitarianism and prioritariznism rely on
different normative reasons even if these reasons do not translate into any difference in the all
things considered ordering (forthcoming). Broome also acknowledges that these two principles rely
on different reasons, but claims that this difference does translate into a difference in the ordering
(forthcoming ;.
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outcomes all things considered. Nevertheless, as we shall now see, it does suffice to
distinguish egalitarianism from prioritarianism.

3. Prioritarianism

According to prioritarians, roughly, a benefit morally marters more the worse off
the individual to whom it accrues. How does this view differ from egalitarianism?
Egalitarians value equality, and equality is a relation. Prioritarians, on the other hand,
do not value a relation. Rather, what they are concerned with is absolute levels of
individual welfare (Parfit 1991: 22—4). A benefit that falls at a particular level of welfare
has the same moral value no matter what levels other individuals are at. And the
lower this particular level, the greater the value of the benefit.

This description of the value commitments of the pricritarian needs to be made
more precise. Like the egalitarian, we should characterise the prioritarian in terms of
her commitments with respect to intrinsic value. We should require that she favours
giving priority to the worse off not (only) because doing so will tend to further some
other goal of hers, say, fraternity or political stability, but (at least in part) because she
holds that, everything else being equal, an outcome in which a benefit falls at a lower
levelis intrinsically better than an outcomein which an equalbenefit fallsat a higher level.

I'suggest that the best account of these value commitments is that the prioritarian
ascribes intringic value to compound states of affairs, each consisting of the state that
a benefit of a certain size befalls an individual and the state that the individual is
at a particular welfare level, where this value increases when the size of the benefit
increases but decreases when the level of welfare increases. Thus, the (compound)
state that a benefit befalls an individual at alower level is intrinsically better than the
{compound) state that an equal benefit befalls an individual at a higher level,

Furthermore, like the egalitarian, a prioritarian may be a pluralist. That is, she may
have concerns other than priority. But, qua prioritarian, she will hold that an outcome
m which a benefit falls at a lower level is in me respect better than an outcome in which
an equal benefit falls at a higher level. Combining these claims (and introducing an
additive function) we get:

Outcome Welfare Prioritarianism. An outcome is in one respect intrinsically better, the
larger asum of weighted individual benefits it contains, where benefits are weighted
such thatthey gain agreater value, theworse off the individual to whom they accrue.

[ have suggested that egalitarianism satisfies the Egalitarian Relational Claim. Outcome
Welfare Pricritarianism, on the other hand, does not let the value of a benefit to an
individual depend on the welfare levels of others. The moral value of a further unit of
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welfare to any individual depends only on the welfare level of that individual and the
weight function. Therefore, prioritarianism does not satisfy the Egalitarian Relational
Claim.

furthermore, whereas Outcome Welfare Egalitarianism cannot reasonably be
claimed to exhaust our axiological concerns, Qutcome Welfare Prioritarianism may
be claimed to do just that. For instance, unlike Outcome Welfare Egalitarianism, it
favours equality at higher levels over equality at lower levels. After all, additional
benefits increase the value of an outcome whatever the level at which they fall. So
from now on and for simplicity, unless otherwise indicated, Ishall simply assume that
prioritarianism implies an all things considered ordering of outcomes equivalent to
the ordering with respect to priority generated by Outcome Welfare Prioritarianism
(although, strictly speaking, prioritarians are only committed to the latter principle
gua prioritarians). That is, from now on I shall take “prioritarianism’ to imply

Overall Qutcome Welfare Prioritarianism. An outcome is intrinsically better, the larger a
sum of weighted individual benefits it contains, where benefits are weighted such
that they gain a greater value, the worse off the individual to whom they accrue.

On this assumption, we can bring out the structure of prioritarianism and so the
structural difference between egalitarianism and prioritarianism to which | referred
above in greater detail. As John Broome has pointed out, prioritarianism can be
formally represented by an additively separable function of the following form:

G = f(wl) -+ f(Wz) e o f(wn))

where fis an increasing and strictly concave function of individual welfare, w; (Broome
1991: 179). Thus, as I pointed out above, the contribution each individual makes to the
value of an outcome depends only on her own welfare, not on the welfare of others.

Importantly, it is here assumed that individuals have identical weight functions in
the sense that the moral value of a further unit of welfare is the same for all individuals
who are at identical welfare levels, In a sense, the claim that individuals have identical
weight functions can be said to express an ideal of the moral equality of individuals.
A benefit to an individual at a given welfare level is exactly as important as a similar
benefit to any other individual at the same level.! But of course, the claim that
individuals are moral equals does not commit the prioritarian to egalitarianism, which
encompasses the view that it is in one respect intrinsically better if individuals have
more equal shares of welfare.

Furthermore, according to prioritarianism, moral outcome value is a strictly
concave function of welfare, as illustrated in Figure3.1. Thus, benefits gradually
decrease in moral value, the higher the level at which they fall.

 More technically, the equal weight assumption is captured by the requirement of anonymity.
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Moral outcome value
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Also, prioritarianism is an aggregative (indeed additive) principle, and I shall assume
that it implies that for any finite sum of benefis that fall at a lower level, it can be
outweighed by asufficiently large sum of benefits that fall at a—indeed any—higher
level. In this respect, it differs from a principle that would give absolute priority to the
very worst off.”

Finally, note that prioritarianism satisfies the Pareto Principle. Since all increases in
individual welfare, holding others constant, increase outcome value, it satishes the
Pareto Principle. And since it responds to transfers of a fixed sum of welfare from
a better-off individual to a worse-off individual (that does not reverse their relative
positions) by giving greater weight to this sum, there is a sense in which it satisfies the
Pigou—Dalton Principle (although it does not assign value to equality).

Let us now return to the distinction between egalitarianism and prioritarianism.
Note rhat my characterisation of the difference between these two principles is in
terms of reasons.”® Whatever particular all things considered ordering an egalitarian
accepts, she will do so at least in part because she accepts the Egalitarian Relational
Claim. Prioritarianism, on the other hand, does not involve a commitment to the
Egalitarian Relational Claim. Of course, as I pointed out above, some may want to
combine prioritarian and other concerns, and so the acceptance of Outcome Welfare
Prioritarianism is compatible with a commitment to this claim. Butitis not something
to which one is committed in virtue of one’s prioritarian concerns.

Notealso that, asI pointed outin thelastsection, thisway of construing the difference
berween egalitarianism and prioritarianism does not rule out that egalitarians may
in fact endorse a prioritarian ordering of outcomes all things considered. But since

" . o - . T
Thus, neither maximin nor leximin are versions of prioritarianism.
13 3 M H i i
For the suggestion that the difference is to be explained in terms of reasons or justifications, see
also Tungodden (2003: 24).

S ———
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only egalitarians will endorse this particular ordering in part because they endorse
the Egalitarian Relational Claim, egalitarianism and prioritarianism are distinct views.

Nevertheless, Fleurbacy denies that egalitarianism and prioritarianism are fun-
damentally different views. Thus, he argues that not only egalitarians, but also
prioritarians, attach value to equality (Fleurbaey forthcoming). More precisely.
agsuming that the resulting rzmking of outcomes is continuous, a prioritaxizm view
can be represented by a function of the form

W = T(1 — IN),

where T is the total sum of welfare, and IN is an inequality index that satisfies the
Pigou—Dalton Principle. Fleurbaey provides the following proof. We choose W as
a function that represents the prioritarian ordering of outcomes and implies that
whenever an outcome holds an equal distribution of welfare, W equals T. According
to Fleurbaey, it can be shown that such a function exists. We then adopt the following
inequality index:

IN = 1 — (W[T).

This is held to be a reasonable inequality index because, first, IN = 0 when the
distribution is equal. And second, IN satisfies the Pigou—Dalton Principle. Afterall,a
prioritarian view satisfies this principle and so any Pigou—Dalton transfer increases W
(while T is held constant) and so decreases IN. The point, of course, is that by reversing
IN, we get W = T(1 — IN), which is what had to be proved.

In other words, just as Pareto OQutcome Welfare Egalitarianism can be divided
into parts some of which are egalitarian and others are not, so can prioritarianism.
However, theegalitarian value to which Fleurbaey thinks the prioritarianis committed
is instrumental, not intrinsic (Fleurbaey forthcoming). More precisely, Fleurbacy
thinks the prioritarian is committed to the instrumental value of equality in a logical
sense of ‘instrumental value’. Prioritarians hold equality to be instrumentally good in
that an equal distribution of welfare is held to be intrinsically better than an unequal
distribution of the same sum. This logical sense of ‘instrumental value” should be
distinguished from its more ordinary causal sense, where an entity has instrumental
value in so far as it causally produces some (intrinsic) value.

In fact, prioritarians hold that equality has instrumental value not only in the
logical sense, but also in the causal sense. Equality has instrumental valuein the causal
sense because at least certain ways of increasing equality—giving to the worse off
rather than the better off —will promote intrinsic prioritarian value.

Butevenif prioritarians are committed to the instrumental value of equality in bath
these senses, this does not make them egalitarians. Egalitarians hold that equality has
intrinsic value. And as we shall see, this implies (amongst other things) that egalitarians
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consider levelling down to be in one respect intrinsically good. Prioritarianism has no
such implication.

Nevertheless, even if prioritarians are not committed to egalitarianism, some may well
be egalitarians. I have already conceded this much in the case of pluralist prioritarians,
who combine Outcome Welfare Prioritarianism and egalitarian concerns. But the
point here is that even proponents of Overall Outcome Welfare Prioritarianism may
in fact be egalitarians. This much seems to follow from the availability of Fleurbaey’s
inequality index, IN. According 1o IN, inequality reduces to zero when individuals have
the same shares, in accordance with the Perfect Equality Claim. And so if an overall
outcome welfare prioritarian holds Qutcome Welfare Egalitarianism with respect to
IN, she will indeed be an egalitarian. But, of course, she need not hold Outcome Welfare
Egalitarianism with respect to IN, So once again, we reach the verdict that prioritarians
are not committed to egalitarianism qua prioritarians.

While some prioritarians may be egalitarians, unless otherwise indicated, I shall
assume that prioritarians hold their prioritarian views simply because they take
benefits to have greater intrinsic value at lower levels and so not partly because they
consider more equal outcomes in one respect intrinsically better than less equal
outcomes.

4. The Levelling Down Objection

Outcome Welfare Egalitarianismn and the Perfect Equality Claim imply that it is in
one respect intrinsically better if inequality is eliminated, even if it does not involve
making the worse off better off, but only involves making the better off worse off. After
all, together, these two principles imply the Egalitarian Relational Claim, according
to which an outcome in which everyone has the same share of welfare is in one
respect intrinsically better than an outcome in which people have unequal shares.
(For the claim that egalitarianism does in fact not have this implication, see Christiano,
Chapter 2 in this volume, Sections 20-2.)

Of course, egalitarians need not claim that it is better all things considered to increase
equality by barming some and benefiting none. Obviously, Pareto Outcome Welfare
Egalitarianisem implies that this would in fact be a change for the worse. Nevertheless,
since Pareto Outcome Welfare Egalitarianism incorporates the three egalitarian
principles mentioned above, it implies that an elimination of inequality that harms
some and benefits none is m one respect intrinsicallv better. It is intrinsically better
regarding equality. But how could this in any respect be better? It would benefit no
one. not even the worse off. This constitutes the gist of the Levelling Down Objection
(Parfit 1991: 17).
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Fi6. 5.2 Levelling down.

To illustrate the objection. consider the outcomes in Figure 5.2 (where the width
of the columns represents the number of individuals in a group, the height of the
columns represents their welfare, and the horizontal line connecting the columns
represents the level where life ceases to be worth Living). For egalitarians, B mustin
one respect be intrinsically better than A, namely regarding equality, although itis
better for no one. Furthermore, C must in one respect be intrinsically better than A,
although evervone suffers terribly in C. These judgements illustrate the force of the
Levelling Down Objection.

Prioritarianism, on the other hand, is not vulnerable to the Levelling Down
Objection. The feature of egalitarianism that invites this objection is the Egalitarian
Relational Claim and, as I have argued, prioritarianism does not satisfy this claim.
Prioritarians value increases in welfare, especially o the worse off, and when we level
down there are no increases.” Therefore, the Levelling Down Objection serves to
distinguish egalitarianism and prioritarianism.

Unsurprisingly, Fleurbaev disagrees. Consider again the prioritarian function
W. Fleurbaey argues that when a distributional change implies that W is reduced in
spite of a decrease in IN, the prioritarian must hold that the change worsens things
in spite of the fact that something good happens on the IN side. Thus, Fleurbaev
concludes that ‘insofar as prioritarians give instrumental value to equality, as shown
above, they should also be subject to a similar kind of criticism [the Levelling Down
Objection]’ (Fleurbaey forthcoming; my emphasis).

“ Remernber that [ am assuming that prioritarians do not hold this view (in part) because they are
egalitarians. If they are eqalitarian prioritarians, they will of course be vulnerable to the Levelling Down
Objection.
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Presumably, the sort of case Fleurbaey has in mind here is a case of levelling down.
So let us assume that the welfare level of the bertter off is reduced o the level of
the worst off, resulting in decreases in W, T, and IN. T is reduced because there is a
d%crease in the sum of welfare and W is reduced because there is a decrease in the sum
of weighted welfare. And since there is now perfect equality, IN reduces to zero. In other
words, levelling down improves an outcome in one respect, namely regarding IN.

However, the mere fact that prioritarianism can be split into sep;irate components
such as to give rise to an extensionally equivalent ordering does not show that
prioritarianism, or anyone who holds it, attaches anv relevant kind of value to these
separate components. And so the fact that IN decreases in the case described above
does not imply that prioritarians are committed to the claim that there is, in any
interesting sense, something good about levelling down.

It mav be helpful to consider the following analogy. Total utilitarianism can be
represented by:

Uz w4+ wm+-+w,.

Furthermore, U is equivalent to the following function of average welfare:
Y =un X AVE,

where
AVE = (w; +wy 4+ -+ w)/n

Does this mean that total utilitarians are committed to the claim that an outcome
that has a higher average welfare than another is in one respect better? Obviously

not. Consider the following two outcomes (where the numbers represent individual
welfare levels):

D (~10,%
E: (=10, —9).

In D, there is only one individual and he has a horrible life (the asterisk represents
the non-existence of a second individual). In fact, he has a negative welfare level In
E, there is also ancther individual, and she has a life just slightly less horrible, but
still clearly on the negative side.”® Importantly, the move from D) to E decreases V in
spite of the fact that AVE increases (people are, on average, slightly better off in E). So
on Fleurbaey’s line of reasoning, total utilitarians must admit that while V decreases,
something good is happening on the AVE side.

But obviously, total utlitarians do not consider E to be in any respect better than
D. They will hold that E is not intrinsically better in any respect. Furthermore, in

Y This case js inspired by a very similar case described by Parfit (1984: 393).
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such cases, AVE does not have instrumental value in the causal sense. While certain
ways of increasing AVE will also increase total welfare, the move from D to E does
not do that. What about instrumental value in the logical sense, then? Admittedly,
total utlitarians will take AVE to have instrumental value in the sense that, holding »
constant, an increase in AVE increases the value of V. But this just means that if we
held the number of individuals in D constant, any increase in AVE would intrinsically
improve the outcome. And surely, the mere fact that there are such other outcomes
that are intrinsically better than D does not imply that, in any interesting sense at
least, E is better than D.

Likewise, prioritarians do not consider B to be in any respect better than A in
Figure 5.2 (where B results from levelling down A). As we have seen, they will hold
that B is not intrinsically better in any respect. Furthermore, in levelling down cases,
decreases in IN do not even have instrumental value in the causal sense. While certain
ways of decreasing IN will also increase prioritarian intrinsic value, the move from
A to B does not do that. Of course, prioritarians will take decreases in IN to have
instrumental value in the (logical) sense that, holding T constant, such a decrease
increases the value of W. But this just means that if we held T constant, any decrease
in IN would intrmsicaﬂy improve the outcome. And again, the mere fact that there
are such other outcomes that are intrinsicallv better than A does not imply that, inany
interesting sense, B is better than A. A prioritarian will happily admit that there are
such better outcomes, but surely this does not weaken her position. inany case, itisa
far cry from claiming that B is in one respect intrinsically better than A, which is what
the egalitarian claims. And so the ‘similar criticism’ Fleurbaey believes prioritarianism
to be vulnerable to is really not similar at all.

Let us therefore now assess the Levelling Down Objection (only) in relation to
egalitarianism. I believe that there are two distinct concerns from which this objection
derives its force. The first is a somewhat general moral concern. There is a strong
tendency to think that the value of outcomes must be tied to value for individuals.
Roughly, an outcome cannot be better {worse) than another in any respect unless
there is someone for whom it is better (worse). A problem that levelling down poses for
the egalitarian, then, is that levelling down renders no one better off and yet it may
involve an improvement in equality.

Therefore, part of the intuitive force of the Levelling Down Objection derives
From the fact that the link between equality and improvements in welfare is purely
contingent. Equality can come aboutin different ways, and some of these ways do not
involve benefits to anyone. I shall discuss the basis of this intuition and the precise
relation between outcome value and benefits it expresses in the next section.

The other concern from which the Levelling Down Objection derives its force is
this. Cases of levelling down suggest that the concerns that motivate many of us to be
egalitarians may not really be captured by egalitarianism. Part of what motivates our
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concern for equality may be a concern for how those who are worse off—or worse oft
than others——fare. Our concern for equality, then, may in one way or another reflect
a concern for the worse off. But we may wonder whether egalitarianism adequately
captures this concern. Consider, for instance, a move from A to C in Figure 5.2 (where
C is perfectlv equal but evervone has a life worth not living). Equality is supposed to
capture our concern for the worse off but, with respect to equality, Cis berter than A
The problem, of course, is thar the move from A to C does not seem in any way to
respond to our concern for the worse off. In fact, the worse off in A are much worse
offinC.

Prioritarianism, on the other hand, nicely accommodates this second concern. In
fact, itis simply designed to express a concern for the worse off. And while it does not
assess the value of a change in the situation of a worse-off individual in terms of how
her welfare level cornpares with that of others, it will tend 1o favour benefits to those
who are worse oft than others. If we can confer a benefit of a fixed size on one of two
individuals and one of them is worse off than the other, then, evervthing else being
equal, it is better 1o confer it on the one who is worse off.

5. The Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle

1 have suggested that one of the reasons why the Levelling Down Objection seems so
persuasive is that we have a strong tendency to think that the value of outcomes must
be tied ro value for individuals. Roughly, an outcome cannot be better (worse) than
another in any respect unless there is someone for whom it is better (worse). And
since levelling down benefits no one, it cannot truly in any respect make an outcome
better.

Outcome values, then, do not enter the scene out of nowhere; they crucially
depend on how individuals are affected for better or worse. And the problem with
egalitarianism is that the link berween equality and benefits is purely contingent.
However, in order for the idea that outcome values are tied to values for individuals to
support the Levelling Down Objection, clearly this idea must be spelled out in greater
detail. It is fine to say that outcome values depend crucially on values for individuals.
but unless we are able to specify the nature of the relation with greater precision, we
will not be able to tell just how supportive of the Levelling Down Objection thisidea is.

Clearly, this is a point the egalitarian may want to press. He may argue that the
sort of relation between outcome values and benefits we rust assurne does not stand
up to closer scrutiny. In fact, this is exactly the strategy employed by Larry Temkin.
Temkin suggests that the Levelling Down Objection presupposes a principle he calls
the ‘Slogan’. According to the Slogan: ‘One situation ot be worse (or better) than
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another in any respect if there is no one for whom it is worse (or better) in any respect
{ Temkin 1993a: 256). Or, to put it slightlv differently, the objection presupposes

The Strong Narrow Person-Affecting Principle. An outcome, Oy, cannot in any respect be
better {(worse) than another outcome. Oy, if there is no one for whom Oy is in any
respect better (worse) than O,.

Obviously, this principle irplies that there is no value to be found in levelling
down, Since, in Figure 5.2, B is not better than A for anyone in any respect, it cannot
be better in any respect.’® So, equality cannot be a value that renders an outcome
better than another in even one respect.

However, Temkin believes that the Strong Narrow Person-Affecting Principle is
implausible. One of his reasons is that he takes it to be incompatible with various
moral ideals such as autonomy, freedom, and proportional justice (1993a; 258-77).
But in the present context of axiological welfarism, we need not worry about this.
After all. none of these ideals is a function merelv of welfare.”” Another of his reasons
for considering the Strong Narrow Person-Affecting Principle implausibleis, however.
highlv relevant. This principle gets us into trouble when applied to the Non-ldentity
Problem. Consider Figure 5.3. p, we may suppose, is a group of people who presently
exist. The people in this group may adopt the ‘live for today policy’, which involves
having their children immedjately and depleting natural resources for current uses.

F1c. 5.3 The Non-Klentity Problem.

* Strictly speaking, the people who are worse off in A might be in some respect better offin B thanin
A but not better off all things considered. For simplicity, however, let us assume that whenever a group
is not better off in one outcome than in another, all things considered, then it is not in any respect
better off.

¥ In Holtug (20034}, 1 consider this reason of Temkin's in greater detail. And Temkin responds in
Tembkin (2003¢).
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In that case, F would occur: they would enjoy a great many benefits, but their children
would enjoy far less. Or they may adopt the ‘take care of tomorrow policy’, which
involves waiting a few years before they have children, thus conserving some of the
resources. The children thev would then have are numerically different from those
they would have in F. Furthermore, with the ‘take care of tomorrow policy’, these
presently existing people would be slightly worse off, but their children would be
much better off than their children would be in F. In other words, G would result (for
this particular version of the Non-Identiry Problem, see Temkin 1993a: 255-6).

Clearly, F is worse than G. However, Temkin argues that according to the Strong
Narrow Person-Affecting Principle it cannot be.'® According to this principle, in order
for F to be worse in even one respect, there must be someone for whom it is worse in
at least one respect. And, according to Temkin, there is none. Clearly, F is not worse
for p. Nor is it worse for ¢. This group has lives worth living and would not exist if G
came about. Finally, Temkin argues that F is not worse for r, since if F obtains, r does
not exist and so cannot be worse off. As he putsit: ‘one cannot barm or act against the
interests of someone who will never exist and, more particularly, one does not harm
someone by failing to conceive her’ (Temkin 1993a: 235).

Nevertheless, since it seems fairly clear that F is worse than G, we should reject the
Strong Narrow Person-Affecting Principle. And then this principle cannot support the
Levelling Down Objection. Thus far,1 agree with Temkin. However, it seems to me that
the proper response to the Non-Identity Problem is not to abandon a person-affecting
account of the value of outcomes, but to opt for a wide person-affecting account. Thus,
[ propose

The Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle. An outcome, Oy, cannot in any respect be better
{worse) than another outcome, Oy, if there is no one for whom, were O to obtain,
Oy would be in any respect better (worse) than O, and no one for whom, were O, to
obrain, O; would be in any respect worse (better) than 0.

This principle allows us to claim that F is worse than G if G would be better for
some, were it to obtain. And it may be argued that, if G were to obtain, then this
would be better for . This does not contradict Temkin's claim that ‘one cannot harm
or act against the interests of someone who will never exist’. Rather, since r exists
in G. these individuals can have properties there, including the property of being

™ Strictly speaking, what Temkin says is this: ‘Most believe that the “take care of tomorrow policy”
should be adopted. But thisis incompatible with [the Narrow Person-Affecting Principle]. . .” { Temkin
1993a: 253). However, this principle is in fact quite compatible with the claim that the ‘take care of
tomorrow policy’ should be adopted. After all, there is more to morality than axiology. Thus, perhaps
the ‘live for taday policy’ would be wrong, even if it would be worse for no one.

1 See also Holtug (1998: 17; 2003q: 8). My wording of a principle similar to this in Holtug (1998} was
unfortunate, as Glen Newey has pointed out.
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better off than in F. More precisely, if G obtains, the triadic relation—GG is better for
r than F—may also obtain. Obviously, if G obtains, then the first two relata obtain
and while the third relatum does not obtain, the non-obtaining of an outcome does
not prevent it from figuring in a betterness relation (if it did, then the relation ‘the
outcome that the allies win the war is better than the outcome that the Nazis win
the war’ could not obtain either}.” Therefore, G can be better for r than F, and so the
Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle is compatible with the claim that F is worse
than G.»

Furthermore, the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle implies that it cannot be
in any respect better to level down. Consider Figure 5.2 once more. B cannot in any
respect be better than A since, were B to obtain, there would be no one for whom, in
any respect, this outcome would be better than A and, were A to obtain, there would
be no one for whom this outcome, in any respect, would be worse than B.

Since, then, the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle implies that there is no
value to be found in levelling down, Temkin’s claim that the Levelling Down Objection
presupposes the Strong Narrow Person-Affecting Principle cannot be correct. Since,
furthermore, the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle does not get usinto trouble
with the Non-Identity Problem, it seems to be just the principle needed to meet
Temkin’s objection (see also Holtug 1998, 20034). Incidentally, Temkin has recently
acknowledged both that the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle can be invoked to
support the Levelling Down Objection and that it handles the Non-Identity Problem
{ Temkin 2003b: 74).

Furthermore, prioritarianism does not contradict the Strong Wide Person- Affecting
Principle. In order for prioritarianism to imply that an sutcome is intrinsically better
than another, in any respect or all things considered, it would have to be better
for someone, were it to obtain, or the other outcome would have to be worse for
someone, were that outcome to obtain. Therefore, the Strong Wide Person-Affecting
Principle enables the prioritarian to provide support for the Levelling Down Objection

in 2 manner that is quite consistent with her own commitments.”

® For a much mozre elaborate argument to the effect that existence can be better for an individual
than never existing, see Holtug (2001).

* Unlike the Strong Narrow Person-Affecting Principle, the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Prin-
ciple also allows us to avoid what I call the Problem of Suffering; see Holtug (1998: 170).

7 Note, however, that since some prioritarians may hold prioritarianis partly in virtue of egalitarian
concerns, some prioritarians may hold views that do not satisfy the Strong Wide Person-Affecting
Principle. Furthermore, while Outcome Welfare Prioritarianism satishes the Strong Wide Person-
Affecting Principle, if we combine this principle and other concerns, the resulting principle seed not
satisfy it. For instance, someone may want to combine prioritarian and egalitarian concerns, and such
a combined principle will, obviously, not satisfy the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle. (Temkin
and Tungodden both seem to accept such a combined view, see Ternkin 1993a: 24 and Tungodden
2003: 26.)
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6. Impersonal and Person-Affecting Values

While prioritarianism is thus compatible with the Strong Wide Person-Affecting
Principle, there is nevertheless a sense in which it is not a person-affecting principle.
It implies thar a benefir of a fixed size has a higher moral value if it falls ar a low level
of welfare than if it falls at a high level. But this extra value that is realised at the low
level is not a value for anyene. Thus, prioritarians seem committed to the existence of
impersonal values (see also Persson 2001: 28—9; Temkin 2000: 151-3).

What 1 have suggested is that whar prioritarians ascribe intrinsic value to is
compound states of affairs, each consisting in the state that a benebit of a certain size
befalls an individual and the state that she is at a particular welfare level. Obviously,
both these constituent states concern individual welfare. But when we focus on the
size of the intrinsic value ascribed to the compound state, we realise that it includes
an impersonal element. The difference in value between a compound state thar
includes a lower welfare level, at which a benefit falls, and a compound state that
includes a higher welfare level. at which an equal benefit falls, is not a difference
in value for anyone. And, of course, it is the fact that equal benefits can give rise
to unequal values that makes it possible for the prioritarian to give prioritv to the
worse off.

While prioritarians are thus committed to the existence of an impersonal element
in intrinsic value, they are not committed to the existence of intrinsic values that
contain only impersonal elements. In fact, they are committed ro the claim that
if an outcome is intrinsically better than another, then, compared to this other
outcome, the better outcome necessarily includes improvements in individual welfare.
In this respect, prioritarians differ from egalitarians. Egalitarians are committed to
the intrinsic value of stares of affairs that are only contingently linked to welfare
improvements, namely states of equality,

# 1 do not mean to suggest that prioritarians cannot ascribe intrinsic value to anything but the
compound states of affairs under consideration. For instanice, they may hold that besides such compound
states, one of the constituents, namely the state that a benefit of a certain size befalls an individual.
has intrinsic value. This would explain why thev are concerned with the welfare of the worse off. My
point here is merely that, qua prioritarians, they ascribe intrinsic value only to the compound state of
affairs.

* However, Dennis McKerlie has suggested a different account of prioritariarusm that does not
assign impersonal value to benefits (personal communication). He suggests thar an equal gain in the
lives of two individuals may have an unequal impact on the value of their lives and that this is what is
reflected in the judgement that benefits at lower levels have more value than benefits at higher levels.
This account relies on a distinction between a gain in welfare and its contribution to the value of the life
in which it oceurs and Tam not quite sure how this distinction should be made. Also, it isincompatible
with the claim that increases in life-value that fall at lower levels should have priority and this is a claim
that some prioritarians will want to make.
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Nevertheless, does theimpersonal elementin prioritarianism sormehow compromise
this position? Prioritarianism, as Ingmar Persson points out, is incompatible with the
following principle (2001: 28):

The Person-Affecting Improvement Principle. If an outcome, Oy, is in some respect better
(worse) than another outcome, Oy, then the betterness (worseness) of Oy for some
(collective) is greater than the berterness (worseness) of O, is for any (collective).

This principle provides a much stronger link berween outcome values and individual
welfare than does the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle. It links the value of
outcomes to the size of benefits. Consider the two outcomes in Figure 5.4 (where the
slashed line represents the average level of welfare in both H and I). Prioritarians
and egalitarians will hold that 1 is better than H, but this judgement is ruled out
by the Person-Affecting Improvement Principle. There is no individual or group of
individuals for whom Lis better to a greater extent than H is better for any individual
or group. Thus, while I is better for g, H is to the same extent better for p. More
precisely, the sum of benefits that accrues to g when we go from H to [ equals the sum
of benefits that accrues to p when we go from I to H.

[n fact, the Person-Affecting Improvement Principle implies that just as | cannot
be better than H, H cannot be better than L More generally, while it does not directly
imply axiological utilitarianism, it is closely related to this principle.

Now, Persson’s point is that since prioritarianismn is incompatible with the Person-
Affecting Improvement Principle, the prioritarian cannot invoke this principle in
defence of the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle. Thus, the prioritarian will
have to reject what is a conclusive reason for accepting the latter principle And the
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B Persson (2001: 29). Strictly speaking, Persson does not consider the Strong Wide Person-Affecting
Principle, but a principle similar to the Slogan. As we have seen, the Strong Wide Person-Affecting
Principle is a revised version of the Slogan that allows us to reach the right answer when applied to the
Non-identty Froblem. Furthermore, while the Person-Affecting Improvement Principle does imply the
Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle, the former principle gets usinto trouble with the Non-Identty
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Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle, of course, is what is supposed to explain at
least part of the force of the Levelling Down Objection.

However, it seems to me that the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle is quite
capable of sranding on its own when explicating the force of the Levelling Down
Objection. | have suggested that this objection trades on the fact that, in egalitarianism,
the link between outcome value and improvements in welfare is entirely contingent. In
other words, one problem with egalitarianism is that equality can be improved in the
absence of increases in welfare. And as [ have pointed out, thisis exactly the feature that
is ruled out by the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle. This principle claims that
an gutcome cannot be improved in any respect in the absence of increases in welfare.
Therefore, the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle provides a plausible diagnosis
of (at least part of ) what is troubling abour levelling down. And so prioritarians
do not need to invoke the Person-Affecting Improvement Principle to defend their
commitment to the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle.

Now, Tembkin suggests that there is in fact a stronger relation to be found berween
the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle and the Person-Affecting Improvement
Principle—arelation that Thave so far ignored. He claims that reflections on these two
principles suggest that those who are attracted to the former should also be attracted
to the latter, and that those who reject the latter should also reject the former
( Temkin 2000: 152). Hence, since prioritarians reject the Person-Affecting Improve-
ment Principle, they should also reject the Strong Wide Person-Affecting Principle.

However, I have argued that the relation berween these rwo principles is not as
strong as suggested by Temkin. A prioritarian may have reasons to hold the Strong
Wide Person-Affecting Principle that are quite independent of the Person-Affecting
Improvement Principle. For instance, she may hold the former principle because it
nicely explains her worries about levelling down as well as about various values that
can be realised in the absence of increases in welfare. For instance, it nicely explains
the view that there is no value to be found in, say, respecting people’s rights or the
flourishing of ecological systems in cases where it benefits no one.”® And worries about
such values need not hinge on the Person-Affecting Improvement Principle.

In conclusion, prioritarianism not only aveids the Levelling Down Objection, it
fully accommodates both the concerns from which this objection derives its force.

Problem and does so for the same reason as does the Slogan, Nevertheless, although Ishall not elaborate
on this point here, the Person-Affecting Improvement Principle can be revised along the lines of the
Strang Wide Person-Affecting Principle, such as to avoid these problems and imply this principle.

% For an extensive list of arguments in which a principle such as the Strong Wide Person-Affecting
Principle seems to be implicitly invoked, see Temkin (1993a: 249—355).
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7. Relational Justice

[ have now argued that prioritarianism handles levelling down cases better than does
egalitarianism. This, I believe, gives us a reason to prefer the former view to the latter,
although this reason is not conclusive. Nevertheless, it may be suggested that there are
also important aspects of our moral thinking that would be lost if we were to abandon
egalitarianism in favour of prioritarianism. Thus, Temkin invites us to consider the
following case of a “typical’ poor person in the United States:

Ruth is not wretched, but she is a single parent of four, works at two jobs, drives an old car,
wonders how she will meet the payments on her two bedroom apartment, and has no idea
how her children will afford college on her $20,000 income. Many are deeply moved by the
plight of people like Ruth in a land where se many others live in half million dollar homes,
own fancy new cars, send their children to private schools, take expensive vacations, and have
annual household incomes well over $100,000. Is it not clear that the extent to which manv are
moved by Ruth’s siruation is heavily influenced not merely by how she fares in absolute terms,
but by how she fares relative to the other members of her extraordinarily well-aff society? { Temkin 2003b: 70)

If ] understand him correctly, Temkin's point is that the motivational pull Ruth
exercises on Us is so strong in part because she lives in a society where so many people
are much better off than she is. Had her circumstances been the same, but evervone
else been much worse off than she is, then we would not have been equally motivated
to help her ( Temkin 20036: 70—1).

Tam inclined to think that Temkin is right about this. But the question is whether
it really shows that, in our moral thinking, we are committed to the value of equality.
Let me point to two other features that may help explain our motivational patterns in
this sort of case. First, since we are told that there are people (indeed, many of them)
who are much better off than Ruth, we tend to focus on how grand it must be for
themn to be this well off. Being presented with the further details of such lives (half
million dollar homes, fancy new cars, etc.}, we imagine this rather vividly! We then
think of poor old Ruth, worried sick about how to make ends meet, and imagine how
grand it would be if she were this well off.

If, on the other hand, we are presented with a case in which Ruth is better off than
everyone else, we are not as inclined to focus on the sort of life the rich lead, and
thus not as inclined to imagine what it would be like for Ruth to lead such a life.
Nevertheless, if someone were to prompt us to vividly imagine how nice such a life
would be for Ruth (not having to worry about house and car payments, education
for her kids, etc.), arguably, the thought of helping Ruth would start 1o exercise a
greater pull on us. The point, of course, is that this explanation of the difference



148 / Nils Holtug

in motivational pull in the two cases does not rely on the thought that equality
matters.

Second, and more importantly, motivational pulls may have a tendency to weaken
when they are confronted with stronger motivational pulls. By way of illustration,
suppose that I feel like having adrink and happen to remember that thereisan ice-cold
beer in the fridge. Strongly motivated, [ open the fridge. I then notice that sitting on
the shelf just next to the beer is a delicious bottle of Chardonnay. Realising that [
would much rather have the wine, my motivation to have the beer instantly drops.
However, it then hits me that the wine is for the guests [ am having over. Slightly
annoved, [ grab the beer. I know that I shall not enjoy the beer any less just because
I cannot have the wine, but my motivation to have it has nevertheless dropped. 1
cannot help thinking of the wine I could have had instead.

Now consider the situation of Ruth. Since Ruth is worse off than most others, she
is, if not first in line, then at least in the front part of the queue with respect to whom
we most want to help. As prioritarians, we have a stronger urge to help her than we
have to help all those who are better off than she is. So, in terms of our motivation in
this case, she does not face much superior competition. If, instead, we imagine that
Ruth is better off than everyone else, she is no longer in the front part of the queue.
Rather, she is now at the very back. And so, in terms of our motivation to help, she
does indeed face superior competition, and lots of it. Therefore, even if she is the only
person we can help, we may be less motivated to do so. Not because we believe that it
is morally less important to help her than it was in the former case, but because we
cannot help thinking of how much better it would be if we could help some of those
people who are much more unfortunate than she is. Importantly, this explanation
of our motivational structure does not rely on the thought that equality matters, but
merely on the thought that priority does.

I do not mean to suggest that the account of our motivational patterns | have
just sketched is clearly right and that Temkin’s is clearly wrong. In fact, it seems to
e that it would be difficult to determine which explanation is best. Nevertheless, 1
believe that I have provided a somewhat plausible alternative explanation. And the
fact that such an explanation can be given weakens Temkin’s case for claiming that,
in our moral thinking, we are committed to the value of equality.”’

¥ However. perhaps Temkin is not appealing to our motivations but to our reasams to help Ruth. Perhaps
he takes us to believe that there is a stronger reason to help Ruth if she is worse off than most others
than if she is better off than most others. But it is not clear to me that this is what we {or most of
us) believe. Alternatively, we may believe that whereas the reason to help Ruth does not change, this
reason’s relative position in our total pattern of reasons does change. That is, it may go from being one
of our strongest moral reasons to being one of our weakest. Again, I do not want to claim that this
account is supertor to Temkin's; merely that it does not seem mferior.
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8. Compassion

Let me now turn to a final objection ro prioritarianism. According to this view, the
worse off always have a higher priority than the better off, no matter how well off the
worse off are. Roger Crisp has recently complained that thisis implausible. He suggests
that our concern for the worse off is based on the virtue of wmpassien. Furthermore,
he suggests that our compassion is limited to individuals who are, in absolute terms,
poorly off. Once an individual reaches a certain level of welfare, compassion runs out
{Crisp 2003: 757).

To accommmodate this point about compassion, Crisp proposes a principle with the
following structure:

Outcome Welfare Suﬁcientariam’sm. An outcome s in one respect intrinsically better, the
larger asum of weighted individual benefits it contains, where benefits are weighted
such that they (a) have zero-value when they fall at or above a specific threshold of
individual welfare, 1, and (b) have positive value when they fall below I, where this
value decreases the closer to ! they fall.

Outcome Welfare Sufficientarianism expresses the idea that benefits become increas-
ingly less important, morally speaking, the better off an individual is, and that there
is in fact some level of welfare where further benefits simply have no moral value at
all. Of course, a benefit of a fixed size has the same value for the individual to whom
it accrues no matter what level of welfare she is at, but its moral value decreases
the berter off she is. At some point, our compassion ceases and this is where the
threshold is.® Graphically, this view can be represented as in Figure 5.5 (where the
slashed line represents the welfare threshold). Note that this graph is similar to that
of prioritarianism in Figure 5.1, up to the point where the threshold is reached (this
first part of the curve is strictly concave). Thus, Outcome Welfare Sufficientarianism
is in a sense prioritarianism, but with a narrower scope. But while intimately related
to prioritarianism, Outcome Welfare Sufficientarianism nevertheless is not a version
of prioritarianism as | have defined it. I have claimed that, in prioritarianism, priority
has maximal scope.

It seerns to me dubious that compassion runs out above a certain level of welfare.”
Suppose that a given individual is at the threshold level. Let us assume, for the sake

# There are other proponents of the principle of Qutcome Welfare Sufficientariamsm, besides Crisp;
see Frankfurt (1987); Rosenberg (1995)% Tungodden (2003: 37--40). Frankfurt. it should be noted, is
concerned with monetary rather than welfare priority.

¥ Perhaps I'should qualify this claim. In the dictionary sense of ‘compassion’. compassion is 4 feeling
directed at the suffering of others (see e.g. The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English). If this is
what we mean by ‘compassion’, clearly there are increases in welfare that cannot be objects of this virtue.
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of argument, that this level is quite high. So she is quite well off. Suppose also thar,
owing tosome (very fortunate) changesin the world economy, everyone else becomes
much better off than she is. So everyone but her now has a life of extreme luxury and
happiness. It seems to me that, in such a case, we would not only regret the fact that
she was ‘left behind’, and so attach value to further benefits to her. We would in fact
attach greater value to benefits to her than to {further) benefits to others. If we were in
a position to redistribute, we would want to favour her, everything else being equal.¥
Even, then, if we were to grant Crisp that compassion is at the heart of priority, we
need not agree that there is a level at which compassion sets out. [t seems to me more
plausible to claim that our compassion is simply greater, the worse off an individual
is. Given this, the virtue of compassion is better captured by prioritarianism.
Admittedly, when individuals are very well off, we may feel no compassion for
thern at all, but 1 suggest that this is because two potentially misleading features affect
our emotions. One is that when some people are much worse off than others, we are
inclined to focus only on their misfortune. However, when there are no such others
to ‘steal’ our attention, we realise that our compassion reaches out even to those
who are very well off. The other relevant feature is that what | am suggesting is that
compassion Is relative to welfare levels; we should thus not expect to feel a great deal of
compassion for individuals who are doing very well with respect to welfare. In fact,

However, this conception of compassion cannot be what Crisp has in mind. After all, an individual
need not actually suffer in order to have a low welfare level. Perhaps her life just consists of a few simple
joys and nothing else.

* It may be objected that, in this example, it is the fact that she is now worse off than others that is
doing the intuitive work. Therefore, 1 am appealing to egalitarian rather than prioritarian concerns.
However, the fact of the matter is that both egalitarians and prioritarians can provide an explanation of
why we should redistribute in this case, albeit diferent such explanations. What the presence of others
whoare better off does, for the prioritarian, is to push forward the worse-off individual in the queue with
respect to whom it is most urgent to help.
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when individuals are very well off, our compassion may be so reduced that it almost
seems as if we have none. And when both of these two features are at work at once, we
may feel no compassion at all.

Let me note a further worry about Crisp’s account of distributive justice. Outcome
Welfare Sufficientarianism does not assign any weight to benefits above the threshold.
Therefore, it does not satisfy the Pareto Principle. In fact, it does not even satisfy the
Weak Pareto Principle, according to which an outcome is better than another if it
is better for everyone. After all, if everyone is at or above the threshold, Outcome
Welfare Sufficientarianism does not assign any value to increases to anyone. So even if
we could increase everyone’s welfare level immensely, it would not make for a better
outcome. Surely, this cannot be right.®

However, Outcome Welfare Sufficientarianism orders outcomes in one respect
only and so may be combined with one or more other principles that do assign value
to increases in welfare above the threshold. Along such lines, Crisp suggests that it
should be combined with a version of axiological utilitarianism. On the resulting
view, priority is given to increases in welfare below the threshold, whereas equal
increases have equal value from the threshold up (Crisp 2003: 758). This view satisfies
the (Strong and Weak) Pareto Principle.

Now, there are different ways in which the two principles can be combined. Crisp’s
suggestion is that non-trivial benefits below the threshold have absolute priority
over benefits above the threshold (2003: 758--9). Presumably, the purpose of the
requirement that benefits below the threshold should be non-trivial to have absolute
priority is to rule out that even the tinfest benefits below outweigh even the greates
benefits above, Andindeed, such animplication would be implausible. However, if one
is troubled by the claim that trivial benefits below have absolute priority over huge
benefits above, then why think that it completely changes the picture if we substitute
‘non-trivial’ for ‘trivial’ benefits in this claim? The difference between a trivial and a
non-trivial benefit may be very slight indeed.

In reply to this objection, perhaps it may be suggested that the notions of ‘wrivial’
and ‘non-trivial’ benefits appealed to here are vague. Thus, if we have a spectram
that covers all the possible sizes a benefit may have, there is a range in whichitis
neither determinately true that the benefits are trivial, nor determinately true that
they are non-trivial. And so, between the largest (determinately) trivial and the
smallest (determinately) non-trivial benefit there is a range of indeterminacy. Owing

# Nevertheless, perhaps Frankfurt endorses such a view. He claims that “We tend to be quite
unmoved, after all, by inequalities between the well-to~-do and the rich; our awareness that the former
are substantially worse off than the latter does not disturb us morally at all' (Frankfurt 1987: 32). While,
in this passage, Frankfurt addresses unly inegualities above the threshold, perhaps his concern {or the lack
thereof ) for the well off can be generalised. At least, he does not in any way suggest that benefits above
the threshold matter morally.
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to this range of indeterminacy the difference between the two benefits in question
cannot be too slight. Accordingly, it may seem less awkward that although a trivial
benefit below the threshold does not have absolute priority over even the greatest
benefit above, a non-trivial benefit below still does have just that.

However, this reply introduces a new problem, namely what to say about trade-offs
between benefits in the indeterminacy range that fall below the threshold and benefits
above the threshold. Do indeterminate benefits below have absolute priority over
benefits above? If we answer yes, then our original problem reappears at another level:
while the largest possible trivial benefit below the threshold does not have absolute
priority over benefits above, a slightly bigger benefitin the indeterminacy range does.
If, on the other hand, we answer no, then the original problem again reappears.
The largest possible benefit in the indeterminacy range that falls below the threshold
does not have absolute priority over benefits above, even though a slightly greater
non-trivial benefit below the threshold does have such priority.

Perhaps, then, itis better tosay thatitis neither determinately true nor determinately
false that benefits in the indeterminacy range thar fall below the threshold have
absolute priority over benefits above. However, this leaves us with the problem that
Crisp’s combined principle does not always provide us with determinate answers,
not because the empirical reality to which it is applied is complex, but for purely
theoretical reasons. Of course, if the indeterminacy range is rather narrow, so is the
range of cases in which the principle does not yield determinate answers. But if the
indeterminacy range is narrow, then the difference between (determinately) trivial
and (determinately) non-trivial benefits is correspondingly slight. Thus, again, it may
seem strange that while a non-trivial benefit below the threshold has absolute priority
over benefits above, a trivial benefit below does not.

I also have another worry about Crisp’s suggestion. Consider the following
outcomes (the numbers represent individual welfare levels):

J: (8,100)  L:(8,8,8,8,8, 100)
K:(10,10) M:(9.9,9.9,99,99,99, 10)

Assume that the threshold level is 10 and that an increase in welfare has to contain
at least two units in order to amount to a non-trivial benefit. Clearly, then, Crisp’s
principle implies that K is better than J. After all, in the move from ] to K, there is a
(non-trivial) gain of two welfare units for the first individual, which falls below the
threshold. Therefore, it has absolute priority over the loss of 90 units by the second
mdividual above the threshold. Now consider L and M. Intuitively, it would seem
that if K is better than |, then M is better than L. After all, in the move trom L to
.\/Iﬁve people each gain almost as much as one person does in the move from | to K,
whereas one person loses 90 units in both moves. However, Crisp’s principle does not
entail that M is better than L. In fact, it says nothing about how to compare them.
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Crisp may of course invoke the utilitarian element in his principle to deal with trivial
benefits below the threshold, but note that L has a higher total of welfare than M does,
entailing that this utilitarian element cannot explain why M should be better.

Finally, since it implies that equal benefits above the threshold have equal value.
Crisp's account remains at variance with at least my intuitions about conflicts above
the threshold. Consider Figure 5.6 (where the slashed line represents the average level
of welfare in N and O, and the continuous line represents the welfare threshold).
Suppose that the differences berween the two groups do not in any way correspond
to differences in desert or responsibility. In N, the first group just happens to be much
Juckier than thesecond group, although the second groupisitself quite well off. In their
forests, the first group has discovered some very special fruit trees. The fruits contain
vitamins that not only vastly increase people’s health, but also allow them to live, say,
200 years. Having hea-rd the good news, the second group has searched their forests
but'only to find that thev have not been blessed with any of those marvellous trees.

Neve:rtheless, the first group could decide to share their fruits with the second
group. Unfortunately, there are not enough fruits such that both groups can obtain
the maximal effect of the vitamins. But even so, if the fruits were shared equally. both
groups would experience a significant increase in welfare (perhaps the individuals
in both groups would experience some improvements in their health and live, sav.
120 years). In fact, the increase that would besexperienced by the second group wou]c%
exactly equal the loss that would be experienced by the first group. In other words. if
the fruits were shared equally, O would result.

Now, according to Crisp’s account, Nand O are equally good. Thisis because, above
the threshold, an extra unit of welfare always counts the same. However, in tuitively,
O seems to be better than N. Indeed, [ suggest that O1is better for the same reason that
anequal distribution of a particular sum is better below the threshold. Welfare matters
more at lower levels. All in all, then, it seems to me that prioritarianism will handle
cases of conilict both across and above the threshold better than Crisp’s account.

Crisp has, in response to my fruit tree scenario, argued that if we are inclined 10
prefer O to N, then it just shows that the threshold has been set too low (persona}
communication). Thus, had the more unfortunate group in N been ata suitablv high

u

|

FiG. 5.6



154 / Nils Holtug

level of welfare, we would no longer be inclined to believe that it would be better to
distribute the fruits equally. In fact, no matter where we place the threshold, Crisp
may reply that if we take an equal distribution above the threshold to be better, this is
because the threshold is still too low.

I have some worries about this line of argument. First, the proponent of sufficient-
arianism cannot just dismiss cases in which this principle seems to have implausible
implications by saying that the threshold has been set too low. Surely it is up to him
to point to a threshold and tell us why it is plausible.

Second, it seems to me that the fruit tree scenario contradicts Crisp’s suggestion
even at very high levels, Suppose that everyone in N lives for at least 10,000 years but
that the lucky first group gets an additional 10,000 years. In O, on the other hand, the
welfare I more evenly spread out, since each group gets an equal share of the fruies.
Suppose also that N is the actual cutcome. It seems to me that, standing ar the end
of their lives and yearning for more excellent years to live, the second group may
reasonably claim that it would be fairer and better if the first group had shared their
fruits with them. Why should they (the second group) have to die when there is an
alternative outcome in which everyone has, say, 3,000 happy years ahead of them (with
no loss in total welfare)?

Finally, it is worth pointing out that if the threshold is set at a sutfhciently high
level. sufficientarianism will have no distirfct practical significance whatsoever. If, say,
the threshold is reached only after 200 vears of pure ecstasy, no one will ever be above
the threshold and so, for all pracrical purposes, sufficientarianism will coincide with
prioritarianism. It may be replied that, for practical purposes, prioritarianism does not
differ much from utilitarianism either, and that a prioritarian would therefore be ill
advised to push this point too far. However, it is hardly obvious that prioritarianism
and utilitarianism do not differ much on a practical level. Furthermore, if they do
not, this will primarily be because it is very difficult to assess welfare precisely and
0 to know where utilitarianism and prioritarianism come apart in their practical
recommendations. The practical implications of sufficientarianism, on the other
hand, would coincide with the practical implications of priotitarianism even if we had
full knowledge of the possible welfare distributions.

9. Conclusion

I have provided an account of the distinction between egalitarianism and pricritari-
anism and argued that it renders the former but not the latter principle vulnerable
to the Levelling Down Objection. I have also suggested that there are two distinct
concerns from which this objection derives its force and that prioritarianism, unlike
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egalitarianism, is compatibie with both of them. This, I have suggested, gives uﬁ a
reason to consider prioritarianism superior to egalitarianism, albeit not a conclusive
reason.

Nevertheless, it has been suggested that there are important aspects of our moral
thinking concerning relational justice that would be lost if we were to abandon
egalitarianism in favour of prioritarianism. However, | have suggested that these
aspects are in fact explained equally well in prioritarian terms. Finally, 1 have
considered the suggestion that priority is based on the virgue of compassion, and
that we only have compassion for individuals who are, in absolute terms, poorly off.
Against this 1 have argued that there is no such limit to compassion and pointed to
some further problems with this suggestion.

Thus. 1 have defended prioritarianism against various objections. And i the
process of doing so, T have suggested that prioritarianism is superior to egalitarianisr‘n,
However, | have not provided anything like a posiave case for prioritarianism. S0, for
all I have said, prioritarianism may be more plausible than egalitarianism and yet not
plausible enough to be justifiable. Nevertheless, many political theorists are attracted
to views that favour redistributing welfare from the better off to the worse off and, if
mv arguments are sound, perhaps these theorists should go for priority rather than

equality.
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