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I. Introduction

In the last two decades, prominent philosophers including John Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, Richard Arneson, Gerald Cohen, and John Roemer have regularly appealed to notions of choice and responsibility in egalitarian debates. They insist that we should hold individuals responsible for chosen inequalities but not for unchosen inequalities, all else constant. This core idea is intuitively appealing because it avoids the “morally hazardous” egalitarian situation in which people care nothing for the consequences (economic or otherwise) of their own choices.

Yet this idea also seems non-egalitarian in that it may not specify an egalitarian pattern of distribution, that is, how to redistribute resources equally among people. In extreme cases, egalitarianism based on the firm connection between choice and responsibility may give rise to unacceptably unequal results; those who are extremely worse off by virtue of their own choice may be left unattended (Anderson 1999; Scheffler 2003). For this reason, many egalitarian philosophers now tend to doubt the plausibility of relying on the notions of choice and responsibility in egalitarianism.

While the notions of choice and responsibility seem unable to provide any support for egalitarianism (or, more theoretically, provide any basis for egalitarianism)
, I will contend here that they show its full play in specifying which inequalities are legitimate. The key point in what follows is that we can plausibly employ the notions of choice and responsibility in arguments about which inequalities are morally acceptable if we have recourse to an account of rational capacities. A significant upshot of our reliance on the notion of rational capacities is that we can avoid naןve arguments on the binary basis, for instance, whether chosen inequalities are allowable or not. Thanks to the new tie between three notions, choice, responsibility, and rational capacities, we can appeal to the degrees to which people are responsible for resulting inequalities, and this would enable us to deal with the problem of harshness within the responsibility-based principle of inequality.

The purpose of my paper is thus to illustrate that, to bring to light which inequalities are morally permissible, we can plausibly endorse the responsibility-based principle of inequality, by recourse to what I shall offer as the account of rational capacities (in section II) and the proportional idea of responsibility (in section III).

II. The Principle of Inequality and Rational Capacities

Very roughly, many egalitarian philosophers have supported the following proposition as an acceptable responsibility-based principle of inequality:

The Choice-Based Principle of Inequality (CI): X should be held responsible for being worse off than others, if and only if X is worse off through X’s own choice.

As I suggested above, this seems intuitively appealing, since it can cope with the common objection to egalitarianism: egalitarianism may bring about “moral hazard” by ignoring the causes of inequality, or, most importantly, by insufficiently recognising personal responsibility. If an egalitarian says that a worse off person who repeatedly squanders money on gambling is entitled to be as equally well off as others, we doubtlessly think that this claim is counterintuitive and unacceptable. In contrast, CI holds habitual gamblers responsible for being worse off through gambling given that they made this choice repeatedly. On the other hand, CI claims that any resulting inequality is morally unacceptable if a person is worse off through no choice of her own. If she is harmed by unchosen events, such as earthquakes, bushfires, and lightning strikes, then CI allows that she not be held responsible for being worse off than others. CI says that chosen inequalities are morally permissible, while unchosen inequalities are not.

There are problems with CI, however: First, the mere fact a person chose a certain option does not tell us whether the choice was voluntary or involuntary. For instance, Akira, a plump person, might have been brainwashed to purchase “healthy” food by subliminal TV advertisements, although the food is in fact inefficacious and expensive. Second, a person might make a choice in the light of massively false beliefs. To illustrate, a housewife who only faces a poor set of options in her expected life paths might have falsely believed that a life without a tyrannical husband was not as valuable as a life dictated by him.
 And third, whether consequences of a choice were due to sheer (bad) fortune does not matter to the truth value of CI. Suppose, for example, Bob was presented with a choice between being a banker or a postgraduate after graduation from Oxford. After becoming a banker, there was a world-wide financial crisis, the occurrence of which he could not have expected even through reasonable deliberation. In consequence of the crisis, Bob lost his job and is reduced to poverty.

Such cases cannot be excluded in CI, since CI does not take into account the distinctive factors in them, such as (involuntarily formed) irrational beliefs, (rationalized) false beliefs, and the effects of sheer bad fortune. No doubt they should count in articulating the responsibility-based principle of inequality in such a way that we can explain the unacceptability of those resulting inequalities. CI then must be revised in order to avoid such problems.

In so doing, we can reformulate the responsibility-based principle of inequality with rationalist flavour as follows:

The Rational Capacity-Based Principle of Inequality (RCI): X should be held responsible for being worse off than others, if and only if (1) X is worse off through the expectational
 consequences of X’s own choice, and (2) X has rational capacities to have chosen otherwise.

To begin with condition (1): Thanks to the added bit “the expectational consequences”, we can avoid holding people responsible for being worse off through the unexpectational consequences of their own choice. Recall Bob’s case in which he is worse off due to financial meltdown. Even if Bob had sufficient information about the (objective) probability of the financial crisis (and could act on this knowledge), we should not hold him (fully) responsible for the resulting inequality. For Bob reasonably preferred working for a bank to being a postgraduate, provided the probability of financial crisis occurring was cosmically low. It is thus counterintuitive to hold him (fully) responsible for being worse off through the financial meltdown on the ground that he chose to become a banker (rationally or otherwise). According to RCI, however, we should hold him responsible only for the worse off consequences of his choice that could and should have been reasonably expected, other things equal.
 Indeed, to be plausible, RCI need not apply to all the further consequences that follow from any choice.

Let us turn to condition (2), which is the main target of this paper. In moral philosophy, the condition for responsibility-ascription is something of a platitude. But what does “X has rational capacities to have chosen otherwise” mean precisely? As I see it, it requires that an agent satisfy the following three conditions:

(a) The agent has a capacity to form rational beliefs about what she ought to do given relevant information;
(b) The agent has a capacity for self-control of desires in accordance with the rational beliefs, under the increasing impact of relevant information;
(c) The agent has a capacity to choose intentionally what she does, somehow independently of her rational beliefs and informed desires.

In the case of condition (a), if the agent has no capacity to hold rational beliefs, or if the agent is not given the least pertinent information required for forming true and rational beliefs, then the responsibility for resulting inequalities should not be assigned to her. Recall the case of Akira, who was brainwashed by (illegal) TV commercials to purchase supposedly “healthy” food. He could not have formed rational beliefs about that food in his everyday life since he often watches TV commercials. It is then counterintuitive to hold Akira responsible for being worse off through continuing to spend all of his money on that diet. The same is also true of the case of a tyrannized housewife who may have no easy access to relevant information (while being monitored by her husband), even though she might rationalize the belief about her deprived situation. Thanks to condition (a), RCI can properly eliminate those cases in which people’s beliefs were manipulated to be irrational or rationalized in the light of their truncated preferences.

Similarly, given that the agent’s beliefs are rational, unless her desires are sensitive to these beliefs ought we not to hold her responsible for being worse off through her resulting behaviour, all else constant. For, in this case, her desires are insensitive to the increasing credence to her rational beliefs, under the impact of relevant information. Even if she has only true and pertinent beliefs about each option, she may be susceptible to a robust disposition to her strong cravings. Suppose, for example, Campbell is a wonderfully knowledgeable, but very addicted, unwilling smoker. Not only does he have a certain rational belief that he ought to stop smoking (and might otherwise become far worse off) but he also knows that his craving for cigarettes is uncontrollable even in the presence of his rational belief; his desire for smoking is uncontrollably stronger than his rational disposition to do what he ought. If we attempt to attribute to him the responsibility for being worse off through continuing to smoke, all else constant, then Campbell may complain, “Why am I being punished for being worse off? I can’t do otherwise!” Under RCI, however, he need not complain, since RCI can allow that he not be responsible, provided his desperate desire to smoke is not sensitive to his true and rational beliefs. (It might actually be the case that Campbell once had a capacity for the self-control but lost it through his negligence. I shall discuss how we cope with this type of culpability below.)

One might think that the above two conditions are enough for the agent having rational capacities (e.g. Smith 1997, 2003). But there is good reason for thinking that the further condition is necessary, that is, condition (c). It requires that the truly responsible agent be able to choose otherwise, regardless of her rational beliefs and informed desires of various strengths. Note that it does not imply that she can ignore those dispositions in her motivational mechanism (cf. Blackburn 1998: ch.8). It simply asserts that there is an independent stage of choice as such, even after deliberative reflection on her possible options (Wallace 1996: 14-15, 127-136, 1999: 231-236). The significance of this stage is that without it does the notion of choice seem to have no application; the agent becomes as it were a mere servant of her dispositional states. Qua a responsible agent, the agent must be able to act not in accordance with the reasons endorsed by her rational beliefs and informed desires.

Consider, for instance, Emilka: Like Campbell, she is a wonderfully knowledgeable individual and also a heavy smoker. But unlike Campbell, Emilka possesses a capacity to control her desire for cigarettes in accordance with her true, rational belief that she ought not to smoke. If she is merely passively subject to those inner states, we want to say that she was caused to stop smoking rather than that she chose to quit. In this case, is Emilka sure to be held responsible for being worse off, other things being equal? Since we ordinarily take it for granted that the agent can normally choose whatever she likes in light of her preferences, it appears counterintuitive to ascribe such responsibility to Emilka, given that she cannot intentionally choose otherwise. As condition (c) requires, if Emilka is a truly responsible agent, she must be able to choose freely in the face of her fully rational belief-desire sets.

Finally, to see the plausibility of RCI, especially condition (2) “X has rational capacities to have chosen otherwise”, and also to avoid confusion, consider the following case:

The Conspiracy of the Tobacco Industry: Black, a genius neuroscientist, is employed by the tobacco industry. In some way or other, he can make precise judgments about whether or not smokers will decide to stop smoking and, moreover, has the ability to cause them to decide to continue smoking by manipulating their brain states. Black does not want to intervene unnecessarily; if the smokers did not choose to quit smoking, he would do nothing. He would cause them not to quit just in case they intended to do so.

Suppose Emilka was thinking about quitting smoking, but actually did not intend to do so and hence continued to smoke. In the end, she suffers a severe illness due to that habit; she is worse off. Intuitively, we want to claim that she should be held responsible for that consequence since she has chosen voluntarily to smoke. But she could not actually have chosen otherwise because of the presence of Black. Can condition (2) then endorse our intuition that Emilka should be held responsible for being worse off, even though she could not actually have chosen otherwise?

Yes it can. This is because condition (2) does not require that Emilka could have chosen otherwise in an outright sense, but that she have rational capacities to have chosen otherwise. The significant difference is that in the latter sense, unlike the former sense in which the availability of alternative sequences simpliciter is required, we can abstract those capacities away from the presence of Black; regardless of whether Black intervenes in her brain states, Emilka has rational capacities to stop smoking for the following reasons: First, she holds a rational belief with pertinent information that she ought to quit smoking, and second, her desires can be somehow sensitive to such rational consideration. Third, and most importantly, Emilka decided to continue to smoke even after engaging in deliberation that satisfies the above two conditions. Even if Black would have caused her to continue to smoke had Emilka made up her mind to stop smoking, it remains true that she has rational capacities to have chosen otherwise insofar as the above three conditions are satisfied. All else constant, we can therefore hold Emilka responsible for being worse off than others in RCI.

III. Proportionality, Culpability, and Harshness

We are now in a position to examine how our refined responsibility-based principle of inequality, RCI, can cope with some key problems, including the harshness worry. I shall take three core questions that are mainly concerned with condition (2) in RCI.

First Question: RCI says that if an agent has rational capacities to have chosen otherwise, then she should be held responsible for being worse off than others as the result of her own choice, among other things. But people usually differ in degrees of their rational capacities, especially in cases where some people have certain background conditions that may diminish their rational capacities. Is it fair then to ascribe to people the same degrees of responsibility for the resulting inequalities from their own choice, only because they have (minimal) rational capacities?

Of course not. Suppose, for instance, Geoff has rational capacities to have quit smoking but actually continued to smoke. Like Emilka, at first glance, he should be held responsible for being worse off, all else constant. But what if Geoff grew up in a squalid slum (in which it is natural for the dwellers to smoke heavily) while Emilka has a good family background and was well-educated in her school? Do we not think it unfair to ignore the discrepancy between Emilka’s and Geoff’s background conditions in attributing responsibility to them? We should say more about those conditions since they may influence how arduous it would be for some people to choose rationally. In the above example, it seems harder for Geoff to stop smoking than it would be for Emilka to do so, because they have different degrees of rational capacities that may somehow reflect their background conditions. Those differences should count in RCI.

We can deal with this problem, however, by appealing to a rough proportional idea of responsibility as follows:

The Proportional Construal of RCI: The less X’s rational capacities are, roughly, the less proportionately X is responsible for being worse off than others, other things being equal.

On this proportional construal, we can avoid an all-or-nothing way of responsibility-ascription. For the proportional construal can accommodate the subtle differences of people’s rational capacities that come in degrees. What determine those differences are things that (negatively) affect their rational capacities, which may be certain kinds of background conditions, such as internal endowments, social backgrounds, birthplace, family, education, and workplace (although I shall set aside the detailed analysis of these background conditions). Considering them, we may regard Emilka as more responsible for being worse off, as compared with Geoff, even though they both have (minimal) rational capacities to choose otherwise. This trait of the proportional construal can be called a responsibility-reflecting role of proportionality. (There is another significant role of the proportional construal. It shall be explicated later.)

Second Question: In RCI, if an agent has no rational capacities to have chosen otherwise, then we should not hold her responsible for the resulting inequalities from her own choice. But this formulation appears to ignore culpable cases in which people lack the rational capacities by virtue of some past negligence. Is it possible to distinguish these cases from non-culpable cases?

Recall the case of Campbell, who lacks a capacity for self-control in the face of his desperate desire to smoke that is completely insensitive to his rational beliefs. Suppose he had a rational capacity to make his desire for cigarettes sensitive to his rational, well-informed beliefs, owing to his favourable background conditions. It follows that, all else constant, he lost the rational capacity through his culpable negligence; he could have secured the rational capacity for the self-control had he not taken up smoking addictively. In this case, even if he now finds it all but impossible to control this craving in the light of his rational beliefs, our intuition is that he should be held responsible for being worse off through smoking. For he could and should have abstained from smoking, given that he had true and relevant knowledge about what he might be in the future if he developed a smoking habit. Similarly, even in cases where a person lost certain degrees of rational capacities due to some analogous kind of negligence, we want to hold her more responsible than the proportional construal demands.

Now, to bring to light whether a person’s lack of rational capacities is in fact due to some past negligence, it might be thought that we must trace the whole history of decisions of her own from the beginning of life. But normally, there is no need to track each person’s choice history, since, to reveal how certain background conditions may negatively influence her rational capacities, what we need know is the extent to which the person finds it hard to choose rationally at the outset of life.
 It can be called a canonical moment.
 Put another way, the canonical moment should directly reflect the degrees of individuals’ rational capacities in the light of adverse background conditions.

How, then, can we draw the line between culpable and non-culpable cases? What we need do is apply RCI with the proportional construal to each individual, considering their capacities at the canonical moment. In other words, to avoid mitigating responsibility in the case of culpability, the degrees of people’s responsibility should be, among other things, roughly in proportion to the degrees of their rational capacities at the canonical moment.

Still, when is the canonical moment? If at all, how can we identify the moment at which they should start being held responsible for being worse off? It may be true that it is not easy to stipulate when people ought to start making choices responsibly. But the main problem may derive from practical difficulties in uncovering enough sociological and psychological facts for the identification of the canonical moment. For the pure philosophical discussion of egalitarianism, we should assume that difficulties of this kind can be overcome.

Nor need we rigidly identify a precise moment at which individuals begin to make a voluntary choice of the kind for which they should be held responsible. There are two reasons: First, there are many decisions people make subsequent to the canonical moment (on any construal of it) which are clearly unaffected by anything that happened to them before the canonical moment. We can therefore hold people responsible for being worse off through those choices, without knowing precisely where to set the canonical moment cut-off.

Second, more importantly, even for the choices that are significantly influenced by differential background conditions, it is possible to assess in some way or other how much responsibility should be attributed, even though the canonical moment per se is not precisely determinable. John Roemer’s proposal is a convincing example of how to reflect in responsibility-ascription the differences between people’s background conditions at the canonical moment (Roemer 1994: 182-184, 1996: ch.8, 1998: 5ff). According to his theory, all people can be differentiated into “types” measured by the following statistical data; their occupation, ethnicity, gender, what their parents do, and their income level, based on which they should bare a comparable degree of responsibility for the consequences of their own choice within each type. In his theory, the difference of types roughly represents various factors they cannot voluntarily choose at the canonical moment. Aside from its own difficulties (Mason 2000: 235-239; Risse 2002; Hurley 2003: ch.7), Roemer’s theory clearly shows that, to know the extent to which people’s rational capacities are (negatively) affected by those background conditions, we need not identify the exact moment at which people should start being held responsible for the resulting inequalities from their own choice.

We can thus say that people should be held responsible for being worse off through their own choice, among other things, roughly by degrees of their rational capacities at the canonical moment.

Third Question: As in other choice-based formulations in egalitarianism, RCI seems unduly harsh in that people who are worse off than others through their own choice may bear full responsibility for the expectational consequences, other things being equal, even in cases where they are extremely worse off, given that they have rational capacities to have chosen otherwise. Can we get off the hook for this harshness worry?

It is time to turn to the other significant role of proportionality mentioned above. Recall the proportional idea of responsibility: by making distinctions among degrees of rational capacities, we can roughly apportion corresponding degrees of responsibility. This proportional construal reduces the range of inequalities for which individuals should be held responsible in such a way that when they are worse off as the result of a less than fully rational choice, the responsibility should consequently not fully be assigned to them. RCI crucially allows that no one may be fully rational, in two ways: no one has perfectly rational capacities to choose otherwise; nor is it possible for anyone to gain perfect and pertinent information.
 This can be a prima facie reason why we should not hold people fully responsible for any resulting inequality, and therefore why extreme inequalities may be avoided―it can be called an inequality-appeasing role of proportionality.

One might still think that RCI is harsh in a different sense. Take the case of Campbell again. He made imprudent decisions to smoke subsequent to the canonical moment, and this gave rise to the consequence that he cannot effectively exert his rational capacities later. He is surely responsible for being worse off through those cumulative effects on his capacities, but how much responsibility should he bare? RCI is inclined to hold that the degrees of responsibility be roughly proportional to the degrees of his rational capacities at the canonical moment, other things equal. It seems unduly harsh, since this requires that Campbell assign heavy weight to his initial decisions; he is rationally expected as a responsible agent to consider not only the current satisfaction of his desires but also the possible threats of losing his rational capacities in the future. In other words, he should bear in mind that he is likely to find it much more arduous, even impossible, to control his craving for cigarettes later on. This deems too heavy a burden of deliberation to reasonably expect of anyone

Surely the rough proportional story may also seem merciless in that it possibly attributes to rational agents such heavy responsibility for being worse off through their own choice, especially at the early stage of life. There can be two responses to this objection, however: First, on account of the practical difficulties in retrieving all of the relevant information about rational capacities at an earlier time, the responsibility for inequalities in question may be discounted, even if they are due to the cumulative consequences of responsible choices in the past. This is a sort of pragmatic response to the harshness objection.

Second, it is important to note generally that RCI may work not as a specific principle of just practices, e.g. a principle of compensation, but as a normative principle in egalitarian justice that is at more fundamental (or, fact-insensitive) level (Cohen 2003). Even if we think it cruel that those who are worse off through their own responsibility are ignored in egalitarian arrangements then RCI as a normative principle may be supportable, since what we can do is, for instance, replace a principle of compensation, not RCI per se. Also note that provided RCI is figured as no more than one principle we can soundly support a plurality of principles that synthetically construct a complete theory of justice. There is hence no need to deny that the complete theory of justice might care for the remaining harshness of RCI by appealing to other principles (for instance, needs). But then one might question: what is the point of RCI? We can respond that the role RCI plays in egalitarian justice is that it may provide a pro tanto reason for resulting inequalities. We should not make little of this role of RCI as a normative principle, especially with the view to working out the theory of justice. Its completion is beyond the scope of this paper, though.

IV. Conclusion

This paper has examined whether the notions of choice and responsibility play important roles in specifying which inequalities are morally permissible. If we rely on the account of rational capacities, not only can we propose an acceptable responsibility-based principle of inequality, but also we need not worry about the harshness objection to this principle. For we can appeal to the proportional idea of responsibility based on the account of rational capacities.

Admittedly, this paper does not provide any justification for egalitarianism (or some distributive pattern); nor does it arrange the complete theory of justice. These are further projects for another day.
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� This is Hurley’s view (Hurley 2003: ch.6). As I see it, she exaggerates certain arguments of egalitarianism as if they do provide a complete theory of distributing equality on the basis of choice and responsibility. In my judgement, however, no one purports to offer the arguments for some distributive principle only in terms of responsibility judgments, nor do they deny the possibility of justifying some egalitarian pattern on a different basis. See also Arneson (2001)


� Strictly speaking, “X should be held responsible for being worse off than others” is vague, especially when it comes to whether the concern of this responsibility judgment is for absolute positions or relative positions. If the concern includes the latter, it is tricky because whether or not X is responsible for X’s position is a very different question from whether or not X is responsible for the relation between X’s position and other people’s positions (Hurley 2003: 159-161; see also Temkin 2000). Here, however, I am not concerned with whether our concern should be for individuals’ absolute positions or relative positions, so I shall leave this question open.


� There may be two possible cases of the tyrannized housewife: One is that she does not quite know any other possible lives by virtue of the lack of enough information; and the other is that she has such knowledge, but these different lives seem to her as inaccessible, so she has a rational motivation to falsely believe that nothing is better than the current life. The latter is closer to a typical case of adaptive preferences (Elster 1983: ch.3; see also Sen 1987).


� The term “expectational” is adapted from Broome’s arguments　(Broome 1991: 91-92, 125-126). By this, I want to emphasise that under uncertainty, each choice is evaluated with a prospect for the outcome, what actually happens. Roughly, we can then say that X is worse off through the expectational consequences of X’s own choice, if and only if these worse off consequences are not extremely different, due to irrelevant causes say, from the prospect for the outcome X could have reasonably expected. See also note 6 below.


� Again, “X should be held responsible for being worse off than others” is ambiguous in that it might imply that X is responsible for the relations between X and others. See note 2 above.


� As one may notice, condition (1) is related to condition (2) in that whether people could have expected the consequences by way of their own choice depends on whether they have a rational capacity to hold reasonable beliefs about these consequences. If people lack the rational capacity to form reasonable beliefs about what would result from their own choice, they may base their expectations on their unreasonable (or less reliable) beliefs; just as how much responsibility Bob should bear for his resulting worse off position relies on, roughly, the degrees of his rational capacity to hold the (probabilistically) reliable expectation of financial meltdown, other things equal. See the arguments about condition (2) below.


� This view is quite similar to Susan Wolf’s arguments about blameworthiness, which tells us that an agent can be blamed for her wrong act if and only if (1) she is able to act in accordance with objectively grounded reasons and (2) she is able to act not in accordance with these reasons (Wolf 1990: 79-81). But I shall put aside whether the truly normative reasons constituted by those beliefs and desires are objective.


� This case originally comes from Frankfurt (1988), but I have in mind its adaptation by Lippert-Rasmussen in criticising Arneson’s equal opportunity for welfare. See Lippert-Rasmussen (1999: 486).


� There may be a few exceptions. For instance, a person who had less rational capacities at the initial stage of her life might unforeseeably overcome difficulties with the lack of these capacities in some way or other. If cases of this sort should be very often seen (I think this is unlikely, though), then we might have to trace a person’s whole decision history. For this, I am indebted to Wlodek Rabinowicz.


� I adapt the idea of “a canonical moment” from Arneson’s arguments. See Arenson (1990: 179).


� Even if it is impossible for anyone to gain perfect information, there may be some cases in which people are to some extent culpably ignorant. In those cases, they should be held responsible to that extent. For an excellent analysis of culpable ignorance, see Rosen (2003).





23

