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Preface

I wrote this book in response to political and intellectual devel-
opments I saw occurring across a number of countries, but it will
be apparent to British readers that it is also a more local reaction.
The election in 1997 of an economically conservative but consti-
tutionally radical Labour government posed the question of
which equalities matter in a particularly stark way. It also put
some of us on the defensive about whether to consider ourselves
‘old’ or ‘new’. The choice presented itself: to range oneself with
the iconoclasts, with those who had shaken themselves free from
the constraints of old labour thinking and had the openness of
spirit to question its most foundational assumptions; or to reveal
oneself as a backward-looking nostalgic, still seduced by false
dreams of economic equality, still warming to the inefficient regi-
mentation of the post-war welfare state. As someone whose
political formation had been in feminist challenges to the mas-
culinity of labourist traditions, I felt a curious sense of dislocation
in rallying to defend earlier ideals of economic equality against
the onslaught of the new. One aim of this book is to challenge
the perversity of that either/or choice.

My thanks to David Held for suggesting I write a short, argu-
mentative book just as my thoughts were turning this way, and
for his insightful comments on the first draft. John Baker, Nancy
Fraser, David Miller, Rosemary Pringle and Iris Young helped as
much by their objections as by their support; while Brian Barry
provided a characteristically robust reader’s report. I enjoyed
generous sabbatical leave from London Guildhall University in
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1997-8, and am particularly grateful to Iwan Morgan for
arranging this.

Special thanks to Ciaran Driver for providing me (yet again)
with a title; and to Declan and Mark (Anthony) for so thought-
fully pointing out my inconsistencies when it comes to equality
between parents and children.

1

Democracy and Equality

Equality is now off the political agenda; nobody these days
believes people can or should be made equal. This is true enough
in one sense, very far from true in another. Economic equality
has certainly fallen into disuse, tainted as it is by the failures of
socialism, and made to seem hopelessly out of kilter with cele-
brations of diversity and choice. But if some aspects of equality
have dropped out of fashion, others have come more promi-
nently to the fore. Equality between the sexes is now considered
such a defining characteristic of contemporary (Western) moral-
ity that journalists have begun worrying about the horrible
effects this is having on the boys; racist classifications and hier-
archies have been discredited, if not yet silenced; while the idea
that democracies should respect and accommodate minority cul-
tures and practices has come to be regarded as part of the
meaning of equal citizenship in a multicultural world. Against
this background, it would be absurd to say people have lost inter-
est in equality. The more telling point is that in the weird mix of
more with less equality, there has been a parting of the ways
between political and economic concerns. It is the separation
between these two that lies at the heart of this book.

The separation is particularly marked when you consider the
high importance now attached to democracy, and the way that
enthusiasm for political equality combines with complete lack of
interest in its economic counterpart. One might, I suppose, see
the explosion of interest in democracy as a matter more of
prudence than of equality: people could be said to favour
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democratic forms of government, not because of any grand
commitment to human equality, but simply because these are
safer than the other alternatives. But even if prudential consider-
ations loom large in the justifications for democracy, they have
always combined with deeper assertions about equal worth.
Democracy implies a rough equality between people in their
mﬂue'nce on political affairs, and this expression of political
equalfty rests on and reinforces profound notions about social
equality. When Jeremy Bentham said that each should count for
one and none for more than one, he did not mean this as a grand
f;atement about human equality; but this deceptively simple
chtum turr}ed out to convey a daringly egalitarian ideal.
€mocracy 1s never just a system for organizing the election of
governments. It also brings with it a strong conviction about the

citizens being of intrinsically equal worth.
Stai:;cn :Ensgsldedsthel history of man’s inhumanity to man, this
pseme rinl:?] a onlg way from w!'lat people actually believe,
e as. }113 ple regulating how societies should treat their cit-
: :ils,f it da’s achieved almost foundational status. We do not have
3(1)1 htl fl?anlt by rt}elference to divine injunction or by evidence that
ton s :lirrfcfc 1e same. Equahty has become the default posi-
ineq'uality pha ip. fei]to which we return when arguments for
el o ;'cean ailed. Even the most vigorous defence of
employing eguah y s{)ca;ts from some statement of egalitarianism,
private properes ty be ore the law to defend the inequalities of
ties in income o gr eqliallllty of opportunity to defend inequali-
institutions prern (\i/veat . Whgre people continue to promote
termns thon pretendih on socxal. inequality, they usually do so in
monarchy, for et 1ef inequality away. Supporters of the British
’ ple, no longer claim that those of royal blood

, of the monarchy as a
des of parliamentary politics, an

are bet.ter’ than the rest, They talk, rather
protection against the vicissity
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scrutiny: in recent years, this has included closer scrutiny not
only of the rich and powerful, but of the relationship between
the sexes, the unequal treatment of white and black citizens, and
the one-sided assimilationism that threatens the integrity of
minority cultural groups. Egalitarianism, in this sense, is getting
stronger rather than weaker, and its force is the more remarkable
when compared with the painfully slow progress of earlier cen-
turies and decades. Political equality was put on the European
agenda in seventeenth-century challenges to the powers of
hereditary monarchs, and was subsequently extended to query
all kinds of pretension based upon birth; it was only, however,
with the transition to modern representative democracy that it
translated into anything approaching one person, one vote.
Nineteenth-century battles over the suffrage whittled away at
the property qualifications for citizenship, but voting rights for
women were only conceded (with great reluctance and misgiv-
ings) in the first half of the twentieth century, and as late as the
1960s, the Southern states of the USA were still denying black
people their right to vote. It was not until 1994 that South
Africa held its first non-racial elections.

The movement has been bumpy and much contested, and yet
there does seem to be a ratchet effect associated with political
equality: it is rare for any country that has achieved universal suf-
frage to go back willingly on this. There are still those who con-
sider men intrinsically superior to women, or regard white
people as intrinsically superior to black. There are many who
regard the political preferences and judgements of the poor as of
negligible account. However pervasive such sentiments, they
rarely end up in campaigns to deny the despised ones their polit-
ical rights, and it is mainly when people have convinced them-
selves that the others are not ‘really’ citizens of the same country
that disenfranchisement is raised as an issue. The exceptions are
important, but the notion that all adults should have the same
basic rights is too well established for significant deviation.

The movement, if any, is in the opposite direction, towards
making the equality more substantial rather than giving some of
it away. Democracy holds out a twin promise of political equal-
ity and popular power, and while the practice of actual democra-
cies has been discouraging on both fronts, these promises have
continued to fuel activity designed to make reality live up to the
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ideal.' On the political front (in contrast to the economic) this is
a Perlod of marked innovation — surprisingly so, perhaps, consid-
ering that the world historic victory of liberal democr,acy was
supposed to bring about the ‘end of history’ and curtail now
p01¥1tless debates. For a short time at the end of the 1980s
radical democrats were seriously on the defensive. It was baci
enough to be troubled by self-doubt, to wonder whether it really
made sense to call for a more participatory democracy when
everyone around seemed so deeply bored by politics, or whether
elite rule was after all inevitable and it was utopia’n to talk of
gopular c.ontirol. Faced with an explosion of explicitly liberal
emocracies, those dreams became even harder to defend. For a
brief moment, it seemed there was nothing more to be said.
Thelr:ie, was only' one kind of democracy, and the majority of the
r\Aeror s Sotélr:tnes had come round to adopting it. Radicals
grouped themselves within the broad framework of liberal-
replgesenta.twe democracy, abandoned what now seemed the
:I;C arglissmg opposition between bourgeois and socialist demo-
e y,Cl stanced themsel\fes from traditions of direct or participa-
Ty democracy, and quietly made their peace with the duller

rot%tlllnes of competitive elections.
© 10 ;exgéngir; l:)sf; i::)(r)ln(s;nt?s fproved, howgvgr, only a preamble
Constitation 1ossion o € Torms and principles of democracy.
on building in Eastern Europe, Latin America and

Africa r i
eopened questions about federalism, forms of representa-

tion
» and the nature of electora] systems that turned out not to

ative to
g ‘ “Post system for electing representatives
Btne i ﬁﬁﬁa‘fbglatgdacknowidgzment thatea
sed o hwedxtarypeers is at odds with
us example of unfinished business.
"Dt proportional: representation
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(agreed, at the time of writing, for the Scottish Parliament and
Welsh Assembly and looking likely for the House of Commons
as well) merely brings Britain into line with the practices of other
liberal democracies; while even the more novel arguments that
have linked changing the electoral system to raising the propor-
tion of women in politics can be illustrated by reference to near
neighbours in other parts of Europe.? The attention devoted to
constitutional reform none the less marks a new departure in
British politics, reflecting widespread disenchantment over a
number of years with the institutions of existing democracy.
Other developments have more explicitly challenged domi-
nant conventions of liberal democracy. The revival of civic
republicanism (particularly strong in the United States) chal-
lenges the proceduralist understanding of democracy as a neu-
tralist shell within which individuals pursue their own private
interests and gains, and argues for a politics of strong civic
engagement as the condition for free self-government.? The liter-
ature on deliberative democracy attacks the ‘thin’ democracy
that treats politics as a glorified market, and argues that the
quality of democratic decision-making depends on sustained con-
ditions for dialogue, deliberation and talk.* In growing contesta-
tions around political presence, people have rejected the
complacent understanding of political equality as no more than
the equal right to vote and stand for election, and argued that
the persistent under-representation of women and members of
ethnic and racial minorities threatens the democratic validity of
decision-making assemblies.® Concern with what is perceived as
the cultural imperialism of many liberal polities has sparked
extensive discussion of the conditions for multicultural cit-
izenship, including whether minority groups might require dif-
ferential rights and facilities in order to be guaranteed the status
of equals.’ None of these proposes a wholesale dismantling of the
practices of liberal-representative democracy: everyone seems to
envisage a democracy in which there will continue to be
competitive elections, still organized primarily under the
umbrella of national parties, still producing a minority who will
function as representatives of the rest. All none the less
push firmly against the limits of existing practice. New issues
then combine with older questions to reopen debates on

democracy.
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Political equality as a confidence trick?

Demgcracy is not a new issue. The novelty is the willingness to
fieal in what previous generations would have disparaged as
merely’ political reforms; and the perception that democracies
have 'failed to deliver even political equality to many of their
constituent groups. For much of this century, initiatives to
deepen democracy tended to fall into one of two categories.
Son.me .looked to alternative political arrangements as a way of
thlev1ng more equal and active participation: the decentraliza-
tion pf decision-making; perhaps more decisions taken in mass
meetings than by distantly elected representatives; greater use of
the referendum or citizen’s initiative SO as to ma;dmize popular
power. Others focused on underlying social and economic
arrangements, arguing that people could never be politically
fequﬁl 1f’ they still .lived in an unequal world. The self-declared
a!::esgs t‘:’vent 'off in a third fiirection, claiming that any disson-
et fe:weesgull(cilegls aéld.l reality merely proved the ideals out of
cate: o €O ]ulst ring oursellves to see that democracy is no
o novel and convenient way of selecting political
i nf, tvive could free ourselves from disabling resentment and the

undefstve di[:lursult of popular power. As far as commonsense
andings are concerned, the realists probably won the day.

But > L
for the significant minority that still views democracy as an

un ) "
fulfilled promise of citizen equality, one recurring question has

1)}6::1113 r\gsheetgce; tc}u prioritize political or economic change. Does
ot prp01i t?r ; rthler democratization depend primarily on the
institatio ] d(i:faf or legal arrangement a society adopts? Or do
with the sbolo erer%ces. fade into irrelevancy when compared

on of private property or initiatives to tackle the
wealth?

unequal distribution of income and
The answer, almost ce
better institutions and

:ish/ Question’, Karl Marx
ot po Fsa.l;emancipation: was the
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emancipation of civil society from the state: a political annulment
of distinctions based on birth, rank, education, occupation or
religion that freed these distinctions to do whatever they could in
the sphere of civil society.” The distinction between Jew and
Christian was made politically irrelevant, but this did not mean
people were emancipated from religion. On the contrary, in the
land of the most complete political emancipation (in Marx’s
view, the United States), religion was more pervasive than ever,
almost as if it had received an extra boost from the secular sepa-
ration of church from state. By the same token, Marx noted, the
political annulment of private property (the declaration that all
citizens have equal rights regardless of their property status) does
not abolish private property. If anything, it frees private, egotisti-
cal, property-owning man to wreak whatever havoc he wants in
the unbridled regions of civil society. Though Marx claimed to
see political emancipation as a big step forward, his support for it
only makes sense within a framework that views the heightening
of contradictions as the necessary preliminary to further transfor-
mation. The essence of his critique is not that political emancipa-
tion goes so far but that it does not yet go far enough (always a
reasonable enough basis on which to support inadequate initi-
atives). The problem for Marx is that it actively frees market
relationships from the moral constraints that had previously held
them in check.

This particular critique of political equality has dulled through
subsequent years, for as the possibilities inherent in universal suf-
frage became more apparent, people employed their newly won
political rights to set limits to market egoism and introduce
morality into the market sphere. Governments now protect
workers from the more excessive demands of their employers,
provide a humanitarian safety net that keeps people out of the
direst poverty, and impose at least some of the requirements of
justice on the operations of the market economy. Marx’s convic-
tion that political emancipation would free civil society from
politics no longer seems so plausible, and most criticisms of polit-
ical equality have fallen back on the lesser point that it goes so
far but not far enough. For socialists in particular, the operation
of the market economy and the nature of capitalist production
have been seen as impediments to political equality. Formal
equalities mask substantive inequalities, and failing a major
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as§au1t on the principles of the market economy, the minority
will hold on to its power. Economic equalization then appears as
the necessary condition for greater political equality.

That .revolutionary socialists should see economic inequality as
subve%rtmg the pretence of political equality will come as no great
surprise. The more remarkable point is that the economic limits
to democracy were so widely canvassed outside this camp, and
Fhat many of the leading post-war theorists of democracy an’d cit-
izenship focused on social inequality as the main obstacle to the
develqpment of democratic equality. T.H. Marshall's influential
apz;}ysm of the 'relationship between civil, political and social
gg ti gave thg impression that the battle for civil and political
c?el;; Zl gv:s v1r:1ually won (at least in the established democra-
Sige), and urned attention to the social rights to employment,
Sducation, or a Eient standard of living that Marshall regarded
3% Dece thry to 111. membership of the citizen community.?
I g1 the conclusions they drew did not usually include a

r]?trimtimept to welfare reform, much of the work of American
gi? oﬁi scllentlsjcs. follpwgd a similar pattern. The major studies
o epqugl cda\is tfia;)rtlglpatlon in .the 1960s and 1970s identified the
caual pais tt:litlon' of p911't1cal resources as the biggest block to
o e e é:;?o on ;n t};:ohtlcs; again and again, these turned out
ncoma® ot N of the unequal distribution of education and

-~ Robert Dahl, once reviled by radicals as the mouth-

glliiz:, Olfl:s C:rmpelzcetr}llt pluralis.m that saw democracy as rule by

Society are 1o gt:nsio at t}t;he 1nequa1.ities generated by market

has suggested thot Itlh with the promise of political equality, and

involve sgnific. € next great democratic revolution must
nt res

trictions on the freed i

o . edom of th t

o g bl The ot it ol cqvlty
e i .
Cross a reaso :

seemed to be 5. post-war opinion, there
gone as far ase ,vteégc?:fé‘ Sus that specifically politicalpreforms had
frage, regular com ﬁ;"p"l“ them(to g0. We had universal suf-
%ﬂm sion an :ﬁ'f’—?dﬁm of association. We
tizen.: articipation: that some have
ctice of Athenian democracy.

Qdﬁmmtwn state (and the
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fact that, unlike Athens, it recognizes all adults as citizens), we
probably had as good a system of political representation and
democratic accountability as could be hoped for under current
conditions. The results patently failed to deliver either equality
of political influence or substantial popular control, but those
who worried about this were more likely to focus on underlying
social and economic inequalities than put their faith in further
programmes of political or constitutional reform. The main
exception were the proponents of participatory democracy -
who had a few heady years in the 1960s and 1970s — but most of
these were also committed to programmes for economic reform.
Through much of the second half of the twentieth century, those
troubled by the shortcomings in existing democracy have looked
to social and economic transformation as the key to fuller
equality.

The starting point for this book is that this pattern has now
been reversed. Current work on democracy is notable for its pre-
occupation with equality in a context of difference: whether
equal citizenship for women and men means denying or
acknowledging sexual difference; whether equal treatment for
minority cultures is compatible with imposing majority practices
and norms. Because much of this explores subtler forms of exclu-
sion or disparagement, it has been less focused on economic
‘conditions’. Current work is also notable for its interest in insti-
tutional and constitutional design: whether the rights and free-
doms of citizens are better protected by majority rule or a Bill of
Rights interpreted by an independent judiciary; whether elec-
toral systems based on proportionality will be better able to
deliver a fair representation of women and a country’s ethnic and
racial minorities; whether extensive use of the referendum or
citizen’s initiative endangers minority interests or promotes
popular power. Politics, in this sense, has made a come-back.
Commenting on the constitutional preoccupations of parties and
governments in post-communist Eastern Europe, Claus Offe and
Ulrich Preuss note that from the Marxist-Leninist perspective
that used to guide these countries, the new emphasis on getting
the political institutions right looks like a sad case of putting the
cart before the horse.!! People who used to treat relations of pro-
duction as determinant and forms of democracy as merely deriv-
ative now regard the design of political institutions as decisive in
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;Iéapmg what thei.r countries will become. Meanwhile, in the
tiqff;:r:fc‘itehmocr i‘iC{eS, Critique’s of ‘the system’ have become cri-
el coen 51)1(':1 ot:lca} SYStelT" and the.idea that there might be
atall s for political equality barely gets a mention
. d:r/:::;: ienarlcller generations toqk it for granted that further
ko e nzmosracy would' involve some modification to
right were aas gn Sf:g_le equ.ahz§tion in economic life (left and
anti-democs agc ) on this, which is why much of the right was
bracket the eg:);l;;{ltemporflry democrats are more inclined to
ments, This fr aoe 1€ questions and focus on political arrange-
tions | am contrastiilnatter of d_egrees of radicalism, for the tradi-
what democes %da]rae similarly inspired by their visions of
inadequacios OiC:YC could become and similarly incensed by the
sroun i urrent practice. When people debate whether

P rights are compatible with individual autonomy, what is
full and equal citizenship, or
eliberative opinion polls will

agenda. The idea that i
bgrely gets a look-in toc;;:;’. of th
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confidence in radical economic reform. A major contributor here
is the crisis of socialism, the collapse of the self-styled communist
regimes of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, and the associ-
ated disillusionment with the socialist project in political move-
ments of the Western world. Despite an explicit anti-statism in
the works of the founding fathers, the idea that the state should
take over from a chaotic and exploitative market had emerged as
one of the main themes of the socialist tradition, and the equa-
tion between state/good, market/bad had become one of the
markers of socialist thought. Hardly anyone these days goes along
with that categorization. Most now view the market as playing a
central role in the organization of production and distribution;
most seem to regard state planning as a hazardous enterprise,
likely to do as much harm as good. In my view, the pendulum
has swung too far in favour of the entrepreneur as the source of
all innovation and energy, and I anticipate considerable correc-
tion over future years as it becomes clear that markets can make
horrendous mistakes. But even anticipating some reversal, it is
harder to feel confident about ways of making people economi-
cally equal. Everyone now knows that nationalized industries can
become stultified and inefficient, that initiatives to end poverty
can end up condemning people to a poverty trap, that when
public authorities set out to protect employees’ wages and con-
ditions from the harsher realities of the market they often do this
at the expense of good service provision. We have even discov-
ered, to our dismay, that the free health and education that was
the great achievement of the welfare system can end up redis-
tributing wealth from the poor to the middle classes.'? With the
best will in the world, programmes for redistributive justice often
backfire. Since we can no longer pretend to confidence about
what makes people economically equal, it is hardly surprising
that so many have turned their attention elsewhere.

The other obvious enough point is that the connections previ-
ously made between economic and political equality were eased
by a widespread belief that societies were moving towards
greater equity in the distribution of income and wealth. For the
developed world at least, the twentieth century seemed to be
bringing about a slow but progressive narrowing of the gap
between richest and poorest. It seemed plausible enough to think
that most would end up in the middle, with just a sprinkling of
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§uper-ﬁch and super-poor. When this was the background belief,
it made sense to conceive of democracy as starting a process that
would end with economic convergence. Social inequalities pro-
peued people into battle, convincing them that they needed
political equality so as to protect their interests; however formal
the ach-ievements of this political equality, the majority would
use their power to promote majority well-being. The predicted
results have been slow in coming, and their progress has been
punctuated by repeated worries about working-class deference or
media manipulation or successful policies of divide and rule. So
long, hOWever,. as the figures indicated some narrowing of the
g}alf l;)etween nch z.md poor, this benign reading of the relation-
Slai : 1tt)ElthI:\eIn political and economic equality seemed reasonably
ﬁ)oksrln o?e te(::; ;}::t the gap is widening again, those connections
M:ﬁ?{“g)g::"ﬁasﬂ?cizeq the w'idening gap in post-tax incomes.
is 2 dead.ond reo - acteri) ltha§ a signal that economic egalitarianism
opposite endspof iﬁ . i)i iticians who once placed themselves on
defence of wid € po t}cal Spectrum now seem united in their
nation of ' e-r’angu‘lg income differentials and their condem-

of ‘simple’ or levelling’ equality, while the notion that

x::l::dri:i;? erual s%aires for all is regarded as so simple-
-one can beli , , ‘
erally. Even the more n believe equality was ever intended so lit-

modest principle of universal entitlement

citizen? What is the can be made available to the average
public resources to good, others go on to enquir e, of employing
target the poorer members of society if this

only generates g ‘depende

looking for work? Universal 2rcly culture’ that prevents people

titlement j

sary because the rich dore.. ¢ is presented as unneces-

drags themiltoh;nﬁg;:l ?;: t need it and inappropriate because it
ﬂﬂbmucizgd asan m;: eans-tested targeting of the poor is

for it is said to promote o qer -2 Of dealing with poverty,

ependency.on state handouts that
responsibility for their lives,
FHer ‘discourse of economic

sis ‘on individual
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responsibility. Extremes of income and wealth are no longer pre-
sented as undesirable in themselves. The only undesirable
element is that they may lock certain members of society into an
inability to take care of themselves. The state then has a respons-
ibility to ensure that opportunities for self-advancement are
made equally available to every citizen, an obvious responsibility
in the fields of education and training, with perhaps some addi-
tional responsibilities to assist lone parents back into the labour
market, or to make the feckless take out insurance policies to
protect them from future disaster. Since the state raises its
money through taxation, there will continue to be a redistribu-
tive element in this: no one has the nerve to say the poor should
pay as much in taxes as the rich, though in practice they often
pay proportionately more. But even those on the left of the polit-
ical spectrum no longer seem to look to the state to equalize
material conditions. The equalization is to be in opportunities for
self-advancement, not in levels of income and wealth.

The retreat from economic egalitarianism has had its effect on
the way democracy is discussed, and it is hardly surprising that
we now hear less about the incompatibility between capitalism
and democracy or the illusory nature of political equality in an
unequal world. But the causality can also work the other way. It
may be that changes in the way democracy is discussed have
affected attitudes towards economic equality, and that the
retreat from economic egalitarianism has been assisted by new
ways of thinking about political equality. This is one of the issues
I address. I do not go along with those who say that the energy
now devoted to sexual or racial equality has diverted attention
from more ‘fundamental’ economic inequalities, or that a new
preoccupation with multiculturalism and identity politics has
disrupted previous solidarities based on class.”® But I cannot
avoid troubled thoughts about the way developments I otherwise
support have contributed (however inadvertently) to a declining
interest in economic equality. In her analysis of the US left,
Nancy Fraser has written of a tension between redistribution and
recognition, a tension, that is, between an older politics that
draws on socialist critiques of the capitalist economy and a later
one that deals with the recognition claims of identity groups. She
notes that the current preoccupation with cultural domination
seems to be crowding out economic injustices.'* I see a similar
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process at work in the literature on democracy, where important
new issues about citizenship and difference crowd out older
questions of economic equality.

As far as debates on democracy are concerned, the most
notable recent developments have been (1) the heightened inter-
est in institutional and constitutional design; (2) the shift of
attention from the class inequalities that undermine democracy
to the gender, racial or cultural hierarchies that subvert equal cit-
izenship; (3) the new preoccupation with equality under con-
ditions of difference. I discuss in the next chapter what I take to
be the importance of these developments, and merely note at
this stage that they have illuminated much unfinished business
around civil and political equality, exposed political/cultural
mechanisms of group exclusion, and made empowerment a more
central concern. The broadening out of the remit of democracy
has made it possible to identify forms of domination that were
not previously regarded as political: the viciousness of domestic
v191ence and racial assaults; the demonization of Islam; the crip-
pling self-hatred that can be imposed on people whose cultural
Yalu(?s are socially despised. This has generated debate over the
quhca‘uons of ethical pluralism, and whether it is legitimate to
&.u,n k of democracies as pursuing ‘a common good’ when their
;itxzen§ may hold such diverse religious and ethical views. It has
> fso‘:llgig g?fff);:;?; que:istio}?s about the meaning of equality in
el i » and w ether one should conceive of polit-

€quality as a relationship between those who are different
rather than an attempt to make them the same.

The shift of perspective that has allowed these issues to

emerge has, in my view i ) )
rather odd has h d » been immensely fruitful. But something
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Ef :ﬁgsird;c}il 5\2 exclus1vgly economic are treated as if they are §ot
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D roqune o as if they are gr?txrely irrelevant. It is as if one
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there are other conditions, and we can forget any economic
concerns.

Remaking connections

My perception of current debates is not, as it happens, that there
has been a deliberate turn away from the relationship between
political and economic equality, or much explicit argument
about what can be done through politics alone. David
Marquand, to give one example, argues that prominent thinkers
in post-war Britain assumed too readily that civil and political
rights were secure, and that with the first two floors of cit-
izenship already in place, democratic socialists could concentrate
their energies on promoting greater social and economic equality.
This assumption, he suggests, was mistaken. ‘Perhaps Marshall,
Crosland and those who thought like them had tried to build the
top floor of citizenship before the first two floors were in place.
And if that were true, the obvious conclusion was that the strug-
gle for political citizenship which the post-war generation had
assumed to be over, would have to be waged anew.’"> Marquand
here makes an argument in favour of returning to the political
front, but as the rest of his work makes clear, this is because he
believes that only an empowered and active citizenry can make
any further progress towards social equality. The turn towards
politics need not (in my argument, should not) lead people away
from matters of social and economic concern. Yet in practice,
discussions of civic republicanism or cultural pluralism or equal
citizenship for women and men often proceed as if these had
nothing to do with economic arrangements or the distribution of
income and wealth. In the context of an unequal world, this has
to be regarded as an implausible assumption.

It is the relationship between political and economic equality
that is at the core of this book: political equality understood not
only as the equal right to participate in politics but as that deeper
notion of equal intrinsic worth; economic equality understood as
equality in income, wealth, and life-chances, and including access
to socially provided resources such as education or health.
Political equality suggests what Robert Dahl calls a ‘roughly
equal qualification’ for government,'® but this only makes sense if




16 Democracy and Equality

we th.ink people really are equal in some important way. It is that
assertion about a fundamental human equality (in the capacity
for reason, or perhaps just capacity for suffering) that underpins
my use of Fhe term. The development of democracy is never just
about the introduction of a certain kind of franchise; it rests on
and encourages the development of a democratic political
culture that comes to interpret political equality in a much
broader way. 1 employ political equality in this wider sense,
enca(impasm.ng then what others have described as social or cul-
tural equality. Because of this, 1 regard the term as inevitably
opel_l-ended. Debates about democracy are always, in part, dis-
glésztl)(rels OIf \Atrl}:?t politic'al. equality means and how far it should
b tak :. T this sense, it is not something that can be defined in
Chf;:eriogngc equalflty alsq elude.s prior definition, and I discuss in
v cs)lrlntéi of the difficulties in establishing what it means.
tiom (by o1 exa:: ows that hangs over this discussion is the resigna-
of camiatis ’;ﬁt some fragments of the left) to the persistence
thomar i tl.lou irte 1;s§d to b.e quite a lively debate between
those who though Of l.neguahty in terms of distribution and
dealing in quoon s ic) 10 it in terms of production, the former
: powerqrel u able levels of income and wealth, the latter in
ot l:' ons that expose workers to the commands of
yers, subject them to exploitation, and alienate them from

the very labour th .
Considered in the f;tstcould be giving meaning to their lives.
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anticipates eliminating the market, abolishing private property,
ending alienated work, or overcoming the division between
mental and manual labour. We still argue about the balance
between public and private ownership or how much govern-
ments should interfere with the operations of the market, and we
can certainly identify different kinds of capitalism, some more
hospitable to equality than others. Few, however, expect to elim-
inate (as opposed to ameliorating) structural inequalities embed-
ded in capitalist production. Since I share this view, I see little
to be gained from establishing the incompatibility between cap-
italist relations of production and political equality. Nothing
(beyond an acute attack of depression) would follow from this.
The more immediate questions relate to inequalities over which
societies can claim some control, and for this reason, I focus
largely on distributional questions. When I talk of economic
inequality, I refer primarily to the unequal distribution of life-
chances, income and wealth. This distribution is also, of course,
structural, for individuals are born into pre-existing positions in a
social and economic hierarchy and the structures they enter will
significantly shape their future lives. (They are born to rich
parents or poor, for example; they are born male or female in
societies that still load this with meaning for their future
responsibilities and roles.) Focusing on distribution rather than
production does not mean focusing on individual rather than
structural inequality. It only means that I set aside some of the
more intractable problems associated with wage labour and
commodity production.

I also set aside important questions about the way conditions
of corporate capitalism constrain the exercise of popular control,
making the supposed freedom and equality of citizens a desper-
ately unbalanced affair. ‘Democracy’, as David Held puts it, ‘is
embedded in a socio-economic system that grants a “privileged
position” to certain interests.’'” The point here is not just that
the wealthy find it easier to disseminate their views, to finance
newspapers, launch pressure groups, lunch prime ministers.
More troubling (because more systemic) is the fact that all gov-
ernments depend on the process of capital accumulation as the
source of incomes, growth, and jobs, and must therefore ensure
that the economic policies they pursue do not undermine the
prosperity of the private sector. This structural privileging of
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corporate power means that the democratic playing field is never
level. Even if one imagines a situation where all citizens enjoy
the same 'social status, the same (real) opportunities for political
participation, and the same chance of making their voices heard
the political agenda will still be biased in advance. ,
In what follov{s, I'have little to say on the exercise of power by
fr‘lv.ate.: corporations, or the way this constrains popular control.
nitiatives to strengthen democratic control over corporate power
i‘; ?nnailrlxncl:):;zant p;/[rt of .the project pf democracy, but are not
gests about thee rn.l Iy primary focus is on what democracy sug-
holds out (but re at;lc?nsh}p between citizens, and the promise it
political equ alsmll Wthlch it so rarely delivers) about our status as
see the fu:ltheri.n ’ f tiframewf)rk of a culturally plural world, I
between majori 50 d e qu?hty as requiring a new relationship
between woine;y ar:l minority _CUItheS; and a new settlement
an economivall and men. But in the context of what remains
up with re duciZ unequal Wf)rld, I glso see it as intimately bound
of lsbour. 1 g income differentials and reforming the division
ur. In what follows, I take issue with the retreat from
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Why worry about severing the link between politics and eco-
nomics if there are no independent reasons for favouring greater
economic equality? Though I come to the conclusion that strict
equality is neither coherent nor morally required, I argue that the
recent retreat from economic egalitarianism is misplaced and the
proposed alternatives unconvincing.

Chapter 4 argues that the commitment to political equality
gives new urgency and importance to the case for economic
equality, and that this is particularly so because of what is
implied in recognizing other citizens as one’s equals. It then goes
on to ask what happens to such arguments in the movement
from a class-defined analysis of inequality to one that focuses on
differences by gender, ethnicity or race. One of the central issues
here is whether the critique of assimilationism (the one-way
assimilation of group X into group Y’s norms) can be detached
from a critique of convergence. Do contemporary arguments
about securing equality through difference mean that no signifi-
cance should be attached to convergence in economic and social
conditions? Or are certain kinds of difference still incompatible
with political equality, and does this restore the connections
between political and economic equality?

This deals with one perennial critique of democracy: that it
uncouples political from economic equality, leaving us with no
more than a Formal’ equality. The other widely voiced criticism
comes in from the opposite direction, and it is to this I turn in
chapter 5. Liberal democracy is often said to turn politics into
the handmaiden of interest, reducing the activities of citizenship
to little more than the protection of individual and group self-
interest. This can be read as a critique of the unequal society, for
if society were not divided into large and contesting interest
groups, we might have a better chance of developing a politics
that resonated with justice or addressed itself to matters of
common concern. Those who look to the resuscitation of a more
public-spirited democracy often start from this. But because they
are particularly exercised by what they see as the narrow preoc-
cupations of interest-group politics, they also tend to exclude
expressions of interest from the political domain. In the frame-

work of an unequal society, this has the effect of confirming
many of the inequalities they sought to contest.
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issues, for the position of women and members of ethnic or racial
minorities is very much bound up with economic indicators, and
problems of unemployment, poverty, or low pay have figured
prominently in the political movements associated with these
groups. The shift from a predominantly class understanding of
inequality to one that focuses on gender, ethnicity and race none
the less forced a reassessment of achievements in that ‘merely’
political field, bringing issues of civil and political equality more
prominently to the fore. As its name suggests, the civil rights
movement exposed the complacency of those who thought that
civic and political equality had already been achieved, and that
the only outstanding problems were those associated with eco-
nomic inequality. As late as the 1960s, African Americans still
lacked the political rights of suffrage, and were still being denied
what should have been the basic civil right to travel freely on
public transport or eat in the restaurant of their choice. One of
the successes of that movement was the passage of the 1965
Voting Rights Act that guaranteed the equal right to register and
vote; one of the effects of that legislation was that it created a
framework within which to campaign for more minority repre-
sentatives in legislative chambers. The meaning of political
equality was extended to include the equal right to elect a repre-
sentative of one’s choice, and this right was increasingly inter-
preted as the right of minority citizens to be represented by
minority politicians. No longer regarding political equality as a
simple function of economic equality (something that could only
be further advanced by changes in the economic structure),
many then turned to the politics of redrawing constituency
boundaries so as to raise the proportion of black and Latino
representatives.

Similar developments can be tracked in the politics of
contemporary feminism. In the early years of the contemporary
women’s movement, much of the activity was devoted to
women’s economic situation: supporting strikes for equal pay,
campaigning for better employment protection for part-time
women workers, or for the childcare provision that would enable
women to re-enter the labour market. But much was also
devoted to the misrepresentations of women in the media, the
sexual harassment of women, the denial of their independent
capacity to take out mortgages or sign hire-purchase agreements,
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t}}e: bullying and violence of their husbands, or the patronage
visited on women in political meetings and parties. Despite their
form‘anon in a counter-cultural movement that despised the con-
ventions of establishment politics, feminists eventually turned
thefr' attention to women’s exclusion from the conventional
political arena, and increasing numbers of political parties have
been pressured into adopting measures of affirmative action to
secure the election of more women representatives. Though
‘sl?lrane 1l’lave 'de_zridec.l this as capitulation to a more moderate
merc;zaofieirtrilmml? it is better un.derstood as part of a reassess-
within the 2211.: 1p1 that has queried the supposed achievements
the impressri)o r: 1:}51' realllm. Where earlier generations had given
(women, dil. of; altl ?1 was now fine on the political front
g I ey (:ir all, have the? right to vote) but pretty depress-
argued that Sexn ale.conoml_c life, contemporary feminists have
practices of poliltlic mequ?lhty pervades the very definitions and
is 0t Just thos thos aSﬁnwe as the cqnfiiﬁons of economic life. It
Supetimao ] se fine-sounding civil or political equalities are

posed on deeper social and economic inequalities. There

i
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Equality and difference

The central theme that has developed in discussions of this is the
relationship between equality and difference. Feminist analyses
of the liberal democratic tradition have drawn attention to the
way seemingly innocent notions of freedom, equality or consent
were founded on an equation between the citizen and the male.
This was most apparent in the formative literature of the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, where exciting new ideas
about government being based on consent were welded on to less
thrilling ideas about men as the ‘natural’ heads of their house-
holds, and the emerging discourse of free self-government came
to be premised on sexual subordination. Similar deformations
have continued right through the twentieth century. The rights
of citizenship have been variously associated with the respons-
ibility to fight for the defence of one’s country, or the dignities
and responsibilities of labour (both defined very much out of a
masculine experience); and as late as the 1970s, one still finds
political theorists writing as if the individual is a male head of
household, whose rights can be discussed in abstraction from
gender relations.!

Left to itself, such evidence of male preferentialism might
point towards a more genuine gender-neutrality that no longer
discriminates between the two sexes. In much of the feminist
literature, however, the critique of male bias has been combined
with a more challenging argument that treats gender-neutrality
itself as the culprit. All democracies now present themselves as
indifferent to sexual difference, proclaiming their citizenship as
equally available to both women and men. This very indifference
is part of the problem. ‘To become a citizen is to trade one’s
particular identity for an abstract, public self ,* and this trade-in
can be said to be peculiarly advantageous to men. Consider
the different balances men and women have had to strike
between their public and private lives, and the far greater ease
with which men detach themselves (both practically and emo-
tionally) from their private or domestic concerns. In the ‘male
norm of democratic politics, the boundaries between public and
private worlds are relatively well policed, and those who stray
across these boundaries (taking their babies to political meetings,
letting their emotions ‘intrude’ on rational debate) will be
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regarded as disruptive or peculiar, as failing to abide by the
standards of democratic life. These standards are of course
presented as neutral — the same criticisms would apply equally to
@ woman or a man - but since social characteristics are gendered,
what passes for neutrality turns out to be preferential treatment
for men. |
Under the banner of gender-neutrality, sex would have to be
treated as an irrelevant consideration. One consequence is that it
W01'11d be difficult to argue for affirmative action policies
designed to raise the proportion of women elected as political
representatives: if sex is meant to be irrelevant why should it
matiﬁef Whgther our representatives are womer; or men? In a
t‘;’:; sdot}lat 12 patently 1.10t neutral between the sexes, proclama-
status quiefilvif'neutrahty_then have the effect of affirming the
rying on v»;ith glairéy on with bpsmess as usual, which means car-
gender-neutralli) .tcs lr: onopolized l?y men. Under the banner of
assumptions abty’ i t]i o becomes difficult to tackle deep-rooted
ment develo edogt fi ¢ nature of justice and rights. One argu-
needs to be I;u lY eminists is that the ethic of impartial justice
and that the ﬁﬁ eer? enteld _bY an ethic of responsibility or care,
justice can mals Es 1sona 1mglementation of abstract rules of
Crete circumstan s ess ?ttet}'ave than we should be to the con-
responsibilities we > 0 dlfferer;t people’s lives and the
equate the ‘ethics oofwe to ?thgrs, It is probably a mistake to
with women, but th Justice .Wlth men and the ‘ethics of care’
and easy proélamatioirseolfs an important gender component here
at the issues. gender-neutrality make it harder to get
Feminj . _
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send a message about ‘blackness’ being a problem, something
others will live with only when they are able to pretend it away.
The suggestion that white is normal and black an unhappy
deviation is part of what has been challenged in recent decades.

Despite overtly good intentions, the notion that we make
people equal by ignoring or suppressing their difference easily
turns into a statement of inequality: a bit like saying ‘I regard you
as my equal despite your peculiarities, despite those surface
characteristics that mark you as my inferior. The idea that
equality depends on everyone being treated the same can also be
regarded as an inequitable assimilationism that imposes the
values and norms of one group on those who were historically
subordinate. Consider the much discussed example from
Canadian politics, which arose when the prime minister, Pierre
Trudeau, decided to tackle the unequal status of indigenous
peoples by dismantling the reservation system that had protected
the First Nations from assimilation.” The reservation system
enabled native Indians to retain control over reservation lands,
setting limits to the mobility, residence and voting rights of non-
Indians in Indian territory. But when the majority of Indians still
lived in (impoverished) separate reserves, this also limited their
participation in mainstream Canadian life. The government con-
cluded that ‘separate but equal’ was no guarantee of equality and
— in an impeccably liberal move ~ decided to abandon all differ-
ential legislation and treatment. What looked like neutrality was,
however, perceived as imposition, and the policy was withdrawn
six months later in the face of almost unanimous Indian
opposition.

Representatives of indigenous peoples have criticized the
assimilationism that requires all peoples to conform to the con-
stitutional preferences of the victorious settlers, and have argued
for forms of self-government that will respect traditional prac-
tices and customs rather than imposing another group’s norms.
In similar fashion, migrant communities have sometimes looked
askance at the legal equalities that promise identical treatment
regardless of one’s culture or religion, arguing that exceptions
should be made in respect of particular practices that are embed-
ded in the traditions of their group. The resulting emphasis on
equality through difference is probably the most ~d.15t1nct1ve
feature of contemporary thinking on democracy. The idea that
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equality requires us all to be the same has long been considered a
breach'of individuality, and the depressing conformism associ-
ated Wlth. this was challenged more than a century ago by John
Stuart Mill. The idea that equality means treating everyone the
same has survived for much longer, as has the related idea that

equality is to be promoted by eliminating at least some of the
fferences.
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of equal treatment. These considerations draw us back (rightly,
in my view) into unfinished business around the nature of equal
citizenship. It is not just that political equality is being subverted
by economic inequality. We need a more adequate understand-
ing of political and civil equality that recognizes and respects our
differences.

It may be, to give one widely discussed example, that equality
of citizenship requires different groups of people to have differ-
ent kinds of rights. Legal exemptions that recognize valued prac-
tices within minority communities are reasonably commonplace
in modern democracies: in Britain, the exemption of Sikh men
from legislation compelling all motorcyclists to wear safety
helmets, or the exemption of Jewish and Muslim abattoirs from
some of the legislation regulating the slaughter of animals. What
of more troubling cases, like exemptions from laws banning cli-
toridectomy or polygamy? Does equal citizenship depend on all
citizens being subject to the same civil codes and identical struc-
tures of government? Or does it depend on a wider diversity of
institutional arrangements that can promote the collective goals
of linguistic or cultural communities, or give substantive recogni-
tion to the claims of cultural minorities and indigenous peoples?
Once we move beyond the simpler reaches of the suffrage —
where it may seem obvious enough that treating people as equals
means giving them exactly the same number of votes — the
Precise meaning of political equality is not transparent. Despite
the usual formulations of anti-discrimination law, it is not
obvious that political and legal arrangements should always be
premised on identical treatment, regardless of sex, race, religious
beliefs or cultural traditions: that it should never be legitimate to
practise affirmative action on behalf of groups who were histori-
cally Subordinate; or never appropriate to exempt certain groups
from regulations imposed on all others. In some contexts identi-
cal treatment is right, in others it will make people less equal,
and there are difficult questions still to be answered about what
falls into each category. One of the benefits of the current tum
towards politics is that these tricky questions are more widely
acknowledged.

The other question that is more easily raised is whether toler-
ating people’s peculiarities really counts as equal treatment.
Liberal democracies have tended to treat equal respect as a
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mater of leaving people free to do as they wish in their private
doma.m, respecting them their privacy, but always on the under-
standing t}lat their strange practices or beliefs should not intrude
too prominently into public life. A good liberal would want to
decrumnahze. homosexuality, guarantee the freedom of religion,
protect the civic rights of linguistic minorities; and would adopt
:e S:»an staélice of tolerance towards practices she personally
Py egedoem an ﬁSteﬁfl.so long as these did not interfere with the
Jeedo s of oh er citizens. But the tolerance that depends on
somi: g (())ne s aEad down can be viewed as inequitable (why are
others%lra ‘I;p: kowed to flaunt their practices in public while
 adrn tho beep them to themselves?), and does not do much
o despraed eb asis 0111 which a group has found itself disparaged
notion s nei' early dgfence of homosexuals turned on the
10 more 4 people were simply born that way, and that it made
them up fZI:S]e)eFO lobCk people up for their sexuality than to lock
religions. et ing born with an extra toe. A related defence of
beliefs if th ldents turned on the notion that beliefs are not
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activities and contestations as to the protections of the private
sphere. Sometimes the main objective is challenging stereotypi-
cal distortions: getting people to see that one group’s practices
are no more peculiar than any other’s, or that the newspapers
have misrepresented a particular group’s characteristics or
beliefs. Where such initiatives are successful, they can dissolve
the very need for tolerance by dissolving the initial suspicions or
distaste. At other times, the movement ‘beyond tolerance’
involves a public affirmation and celebration of differences even
to the point where stereotypes may be gleefully reclaimed. If we
consider the impact of gay pride marches, for example, we can
see both elements at work together. Some of the impact comes
from the fact that such a cross-section of society participates in
the marches and that gays and lesbians then turn out to be not so
very different after all. But much of it comes from the extrava-
gant ‘camping up’, the celebration and exaggeration of dif-
ference, the refusal to keep peculiarities behind closed doors.
Where calls for greater tolerance might minimize the impact of
any proposed change (this won't really affect you, you'll hardly
notice they are there), calls for recognition often insist on the
qualities that make people so different and distinct. Equality
then becomes more than an accommodation or modus vivendi. It
means being able to see people as both different and equal. It
also means recognizing that what we term ‘the public’ is made
up of many different groups.

Raising the stakes from toleration to recognition could, of
course, produce a more intolerant society, generating a backlash
against ‘uppity’ minorities and increasing the hostility towa.rds
minority groups. People who happily tolerate their unassuming
gay neighbour may object strongly to educational programmes
that encourage pupils to regard homosexuality as an equally
legitimate sexual choice; while those who couldn’t care less
about their neighbours’ religious practices or beliefs may become
overtly antagonistic if their government decides to fund separate
religious schools. The use of differential rights to protect minor-
ity cultural traditions raises difficult questions, and so too does
the idea that societies can abandon the ‘lesser’ reaches of toler-
ance for the fuller egalitarianism of recognition.® I discuss some
of the standard liberal objections later in the chapter. The point I
stress here is simply that democracies should be prepared to
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or may not regard these measures as solving all problems; she is
certainly saying much can be done through political arrange-
ments while pending more thorough-going equalization in social
life.

There are three good reasons for pursuing this second course.
The first is that the empowerment of the currently disadvantaged
is often a prerequisite for, rather than a consequence of, more
equitable social policies, for until people become active particip-
ants in the policy process, the policies adopted cannot be
expected to reflect their needs. This is part of what David
Marquand means when he says that the struggle for political cit-
izenship has to be waged anew, and that only a more active and
empowered citizenry is going to be able to promote greater social
equality. It is also what lies at the heart of current discussions
about including previously marginalized minority groups, where
the recognition of radical plurality and commitment to giving all
groups a political voice has become a major theme. The second
(more pragmatic) reason is that the culture of liberal democracy
is more responsive to pressures for political than economic equal-
ization, and that it is proving easier to persuade people to act
against a demonstrated political inequity than against an eco-
nomic one. The third (perhaps less an argument than an expres-
sion of impatience) is simply that people are fed up with waiting
for ‘more fundamental’ social change.

One of the key arguments in Iris Young's Justice and the
Politics of Difference’ is that normative political theory has tended
to treat questions of social justice as a matter of what people
have rather than what they do. Against this, Young makes the
empowerment of hitherto oppressed groups the predominant
issue. In her analysis, the search for the correct principles of dis-
tribution (often conceived as a process of rational enquiry that
each individual can pursue on her own) generates a politics frqm
on high, a politics without the politics, in which different social
groups play no part in defining the principles of justice. Yox'mg
argues that such an approach skews the results of the enquiry,
delivering us to an idealist fiction that represents the partial pre-
occupations of currently dominant groups as the last word
in impartial, general interest. The alternative is to start from a
rigorous understanding of the heterogeneous nature of the
contemporary public. Correct principles of justice can only be
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arrived at when all social
excluded, marginalized and o
in the formulation of such principles.

Policies on affirmative action, to give one obvious example,

will look different from different perspectives, and what is con-

sidered economically equitable is like]

groups, including those currently
ppressed, are enabled to participate

t that empowerment matters

_ or that democracy has become
more important than having enough to eat. The point, rather, is

that there is no impartial ‘view from nowhere’ from which the
great social theorists — of not-so-great politicians ~ can deduce

more than economic equality,

e specific institutional arrange-
a related line of argument in
o : ns.® He sets up 4 contrast between the
c 33_51C311Y liberal parad; f private law and its subsequent
socxal-welfa.re transformation, The first operated as if individual
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welfare paradigm ‘lose sight of the internal .rf}rllatl?fihzex;eori
private and political autonomy, and tilfusrlg(;S;iZS;ﬁ 0‘;1,010
: i unity’s self-o :

e b, s o You the e 5 rceres o
olitical inclusion that will enable‘al.l those a ected by deci .
fo engage in the politic:}ll dekfite(') ngcit: ;;:ci%ec aﬁ%@i&ﬁﬁ

i cises them. rm ’
l;rsl;%‘r”:i %z;eécsrto shape their own 'lives autonomogs.lyaiirgr}: :101
the extent that these rights also facil{tate equal partlcllp o
the practice of civic self-determination, }3?cause f Of? Z equality
themselves can clarify the “relevar,llt2 aspects’’ that teisn . rt(lly by
and inequality for a given matter. The.argqﬁlent thiII)I s wrong
the most well-intentioned paternalism will sti }fl;e o i e
(there being no reason to believe you have got t f:(l)g arfi cipate in
all possibly affected persons have had the chant(if ) tl-I:e o ive
and contribute to the discussion), and. partlyli 8 then becomes
key is autonomy rﬁth}‘:r ftharll) V:}fu;b(z?lg :r?d t:Il:;sabel‘mas means
all-important — which for bo 5 7 0 {ons.
politicg in a broader sense than just PamCIPaFm%ﬁ eﬁ:f,zog,scused
In my own work on political representation of women and
more narrowly on the equitable representation decision-making
people from ethnic and racial mm.orltles . fair represen-
bodies, and argued for affirmative action to sectr® the sexual or
tation. This shifts attention from transfor'rr}atlons md e altical
social division of labour to what its critics ffegar der quotas to
fixes’: in recent European politics, the use © getr; c;_?ndidates;
raise the number of women selected as pz_lrhan}enoﬁll'l}’g istricts in
in post-1965 American politics, the c.reat:lon- oY and can secure
which racial minorities form the voting majorty roup. In both
the election of representatives fron} theu ﬁcwr\iigently linked to
Cases, the existing under-rffpl"’—sentat,lon eee If one wants to
patterns of social and economic mequaht(}i,. as political rep-
explain why so few women, for example, en ulz,sitioning in the
resentatives, it is obvious enough that theuX long as women
sexual division of labour is the major C":ll?r,lt' fs carging for the
continue to shoulder the main responsibility O;n than men to
young, sick and old, it will be harder for wﬁi(nely that they will
envisage a full-time career in politics and .lgssal ffice. We do not
Present themselves as candidates for politic :le S'YchologY; or
have to fall back on anything peculiar to female p
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demonstrate an age-old male conspiracy to hold on to political
power; all we need is the banal observation that women look
after children more often than do men. If this is what accounts
for women'’s under-representation, critics may say, then the
obsession with gender quotas is just another bad case of putting
thfe cart before the horse: far better to concentrate on more nurs-
eries, shorter working hours for parliamentarians, or getting the
men to do their equal share. The problem with this is that it fails
to consider seriously enough the conditions under which policies
change. Calling for new policies without ever asking what would
get these in place, it leaves the old cycle to continue as before.
Bas.e—superstructure models convey a message of political
despair, for why should one anticipate policies devoted to either
sexual. or racial equality from representatives who are almost
e?cclusxvely white and male? How, indeed, are such representa-
?ves to know w}_lat policies are most appropriate if programmes
or action are being worked out with minimal input from politi-
cally excluded groups? However causally correct the analysis that
Z?Y:h‘glzznen h?]:ﬁ' l?een excluded from political activity because
b leSIi)scl);ti ities they shox.llder. for care, it is inconceivable
S sgS ureh comllzosed pnma.nly of men would undertake
i knagv letzlgia‘(l)ar e’:; zi’it:; Cthls strulc(:itura'l imbalance. What,
this as such a priority? Of co . ;’_Wu i drive fd}em fo regerd
terns of social and eéonomiur-Se po 1t'1cal {nequalltle?s reﬂgct pat-
has been banned and its incis meq'uahty: if overt dlSCﬁmlnanon
remaining differences in levelenci? y I'e.a§0na.bly wel policed on
must arise from thing $ OF participation or representation
something in the structures of social life. (The
is that the differences are genetic, but I

as positi

‘odd

&ly fair. Political inequality, by con-

Vi
S mﬁxgﬂiﬁi‘mﬂwoﬁmbdm;demo‘ 
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cracy. Despite its late and much contested arrival, political
equality has established itself as part of the common sense of
contemporary societies, achieving an almost foundational status.
Confronted with evidence of political inequality or political
exclusion, people are more likely to register this as an immediate
and disturbing problem than when confronted with evidence of
economic and social inequality. The interest in political equaliza-
tion as a means of remedying or compensating for economic
inequalities is partly a reflection of this.

Liberal critiques

One criticism of the above arguments is that they encourage a
‘groupiness’ that is at odds with individualism. Another is that
the obsession with difference turns people in on themselves and
away from ideas of a common good. We can agree, perhaps, that
in a well-functioning democracy every (adult) member of the
society would be equally included in the processes of political
deliberation, and that there would be no category of people
(women, blacks, the poor) left out. The key addition proposed in
recent theories of democracy is that this equality will be arrived
at only when currently marginal groups have been explicitly
incorporated into the body politic. It is not good enough to say
that there are no barriers to their inclusion, for if there are no
barriers, how is it that members of these groups are so gbsent
from the scene? Nor is it good enough to bring them in on
condition that they leave their own group preoccupations
behind, for if women are not permitted to speak from the
experiences and perspectives of women, or black people
from the experiences and perspectives of those who are black,
who on earth is going to address their experiences fand
concerns? The point repeatedly made by critics is that this gives
the impression that individuals are entirely defined by thfelr
sexual or racial or religious identities. Most people, they point
out, do not define themselves narrowly by some group character-
istic; and those who do should surely be encouraged out of
exclusive identities rather than left mired in their own limited
affairs 14
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Tbe idea that democracies might be expected to employ
.pubh'c. resources to support and sustain minority cultural
%dentltles has proved particularly controversial, as has the related
idea th'f‘t they might exempt certain groups from legislation that
otherwise applies to all. In both these cases, the main objection is
.tha.t group Fharacteristics or identities are being privileged over
individual rights: either that individuals are being deprived of
important fmd legitimate life-choices because of some suppos-
edly 0_ver-r1ding community concern; or that certain individuals
are being excused from obligations that will continue to bear on
Peoplel 61§ewbere. The standard example of the first is the lan-
f:tagg. eg11§1agon adopted by the Parti Québécois in 1977, which
cationlc:n érmts to tge public provision of English-language edu-
Frendh Indire'gulrles commercial signage to be exclusively in
right - chow ua.thwho had previously been guaranteed the
by childre;)se ei her French- or English-language schools for
rights of 'nc;)iw'd ad to rely on education in French, and the
the vitalty olanVI u}alll were then restricted in order to sustain
second inude | rerllc lang1'1age and culture. Examples of the
religious gro € legal exemptions granted to members of minority
that req groups (like the exemption of Sikhs from legislation

quires motor-cycle riders to wear a crash helmet) that

majority group.

is last complaint js L
Where such e plaint is, in my view, particularly misguided.
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sustain a minority language or culture. When a group (or region
or province) lays claims to a different schedule of rights or
resources, it is always because it regards this as necessary to
guarantee its equality with the others. When women, for
example, campaign for special provisions to ensure the selection
of more women as parliamentary candidates, they are not
saying they want something more than is available to the men.
They are saying that without those special provisions, they have
no hope of getting the same. Or when Iris Young argues for
special representation rights for members of oppressed groups
(and not for others), she is not saying that people with a past
experience of oppression should be compensated for their years
of unhappiness by the chance to get more than the rest. She
is saying that, without those special representation rights, op-
pressed groups have no hope of approaching an equality of
influence.

A great deal of nonsense is talked about differential rights, as if
these fundamentally subverted the very egalitarianism that has
inspired them. There are difficulties, but these are largely to do
with application rather than basic principle. Commenting on the
criticisms of Quebec’s language laws, Charles Taylor has said
that ‘there is a dangerous overlooking of an essential boundary in
speaking of fundamental rights to things like commercial signage
in the language of one’s choice’.!® Though I would probably dis-
agree with Taylor on where to place the boundary, the general
point seems right to me. I cannot get terribly agitated about the
affront to individual freedom that comes from being obliged to
read notices in French, though I do think that a country that is
officially bilingual should provide children with access to schools
in either language. (I also cannot get terribly agitated about t.he
affront to individual freedom that comes with being denied
access to a place of work when all the unionized employees are
on strike, though I do think that a democratic society should
allow people to choose whether or not to join unions.) Some

ings matter more than others, and refusing to con51der‘ (on
principle) any curtailment of individual rights or any modifica-
tion of equal treatment ignores what may be important dlffe.r-
ences of weight. A policy that curtails individual freedoms in
order to promote collective concerns may or may not bg defens-
ible. We can hardly know which it is without establishing how
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important the particular freedoms and how shared the collective
concerns.

_ Consider the argument that a ban on clitoridectomy appeals to
the values of one cultural group to regulate the traditions of
another, and that this imposition of liberal values on non-liberal
cgltures' is inegalitarian and culturally imperialist. The problems
with this argument include the following: (1) that the physical
?nd gmotional harm done to girls whose culture supposedly
re:qulre.s’ their genital mutilation is severe, not trivial; (2) that as
{UNOTs In a patriarchal culture, girls are in no position to indicate
whether this practice really is important to their own sense of
themselves; (3) that what are being presented as the shared
values of a particular culture are, in this case, the values of its
men. Compare this with the argument that requiring all motor-

cyclists to wear a protective helmet sets considerations of health
and safety above consid

:rearlla tt‘;;bar}. I can imagine circumstances in which I would be
n;;uahy_ smissive (?f the second argument: I might not have
n 111c time for it if the mortality figures for those without

elmets rose to 100 per cent, or if it ty

of Silfh men no longer bothered to wear turbans; I might then

€ other criticis-m often levelled against the politics of dif-

encoura. edimentat; political identities, and
uncll‘—,;‘uﬁ'st?ti(;clfja ai fuid ant:lﬁnof group differences that are better
democracies ought go 1 LHU08: It is one. thing to say that

' mmghtmi’eabi&t“de&wnhww 1en as women,

Taking Difference Seriously 39

not just as abstract citizens or surrogate men. It is still the case
that women are not ‘merely’ women, but have formed their
values, priorities and objectives out of unique combinations
of experience that make each woman different from everyone
else. (Nor are they ‘merely’ middle-class heterosexual white
women, for adding in more precise specifications of the sub-
group still exaggerates the role of ascribed characteristics.)
Important as it is to challenge the false homogeneity that
represses or denies group difference, it must be equally impor-
tant to challenge the pressures of the group on the individual,
and the way these can force people into a straitjacket of
Irishness’ or ‘blackness’ or ‘femaleness’ that represses differences
between individuals. Many now talk of identities as hybrid, and
see this as making a nonsense of simpler notions about ‘black
identity’ or ‘Asian identity’ or ‘female identity’. Even apart from
these considerations, it is hard to see why defining oneself exclu-
sively through one’s group should be regarded as such a great
achievement,

As applied to particular theorists, the criticism is largely mis-
placed, for most of those writing in this vein have been careful to
distance themselves from ‘essentialist’ notions of what consti-
tutes a group.' If, moreover, the critique is meant to imply that
we should ignore evidence of group exclusion because the pro-
posed remedies are worse than the disease, this hardly strikes me
a5 an adequate response. There is still an important issue here;.
Nancy Fraser makes the point that much of the politics ass0Ci-
ated with women or racial minorities has been about putting
‘gender’ or ‘race’ out of business altogether — ending the ferr}x-
hization or racialization of the economy and abolishing those dis-
tinctions that place women or black people in the ranks of: Fhe
over-exploited or under-paid. Claims for equality of recognition
Seem, however, to have the opposite effect. If the arguments
developed in this chapter are right, tackling the under-v'a!uanc?n
and/or exclusion of women and members of racial minorities yvlﬂ
SOmetimes require more rather than less group differe’}natlon:
More emphasis on what makes the group distinct and dlfferent;
less willingness to subsume these distinctions in grand notions of
humanity or ‘man’. As Fraser points out, this sets up a tension
Within egalitarian politics, part of which looks towards tl.le disso-
lution of difference while the other seems to want difference
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more fully acknowledged. So do egalitarians want more differ-
ence or 1e§s? On the face of it, they seem to want both.
b The main point I would m?ke here is that there is a distinction
between mclgdmg/representmg/revaluing ‘a group’ and includ-
ﬁug/ rs?rt_?sen.tmg/revaluing its members; it is the failure to make
subsse Zt:;tmfl_dearly enf)ugh that has generated much of the
tationq Whgmqug Consider the example of political represen-
- der;represeit::; Orfilnlate. groups can legitimately claim an
bodies, the reay on in egISIatl'v.e chambers or decision-making
lovel f requlrerpents of political equality suggest that ‘their
s e pr sentation should be raised. But who are ‘they’ in
o orporatiét S s"cNe mfean the group qua group, this suggests a
representati\y enfl 31 Tepresentation in which people will serve as
for erour ; ©s ot their group, will be expected to speak on and
group issues, and will presumably be held accountable to

members of that groy ‘
. p. Such ‘gr ’ . .
achieved through establishing Boup cpresentation might be

The ive i
group :lhtae::;z;itlls o say that the people marked by a particular
ut those beprp. ¢ are under-represented (not then the group
elect more r § group CharaCteﬁSﬁCS), and that we need to
€presentatives who share the markers and experi-

ences of that group. It is thj
that is bein P. 15 this, rather than ‘group’ representation,

o i reqrs e

Buistic or ethnic difference are always framed

Taking Difference Seriously 41

As compared with the first option, this offers very little in the
way of accountability. If they are not elected by their group or
linked in some formal way to group debates on priorities and
policy, there is no obvious way of ensuring that Maoris will speak
for the needs or concerns of Maoris, women for the needs or con-
cerns of women, or African Americans for the needs and con-
cerns of African Americans. There is no chain of accountability
requiring these ‘representatives’ to follow group policies or con-
cerns. The downside, then, is that people might be elected by
virtue of their sex, ethnicity or race without this having much
noticeable impact on the kinds of policy they decided to pursue.
But while the second option is looser, less predictable, and less
accountable, it is also less likely to lock people into narrowly
bounded political identities. It does not treat people as if they are
exclusively defined by group characteristics assigned to them or
learnt, and it does not expect individuals to view everything from
a narrowly ‘group’ point of view. The sense in which it is still
about group representation is that it continues to recognize the
crucial effects of group experience on political identities and
aspirations, and insists on the importance of including people
with different group experiences at the point where decisions are
made. As a case for representation of the ‘group’, this would be
vulnerable to criticism for exaggerating the power of ascribed
characteristics or intensifying divisions between different groups.
Understood as a case for raising the representation of group
members, it is only vulnerable to criticism from those who think
difference should not matter at all.

The hegemony of difference

Criticisms of the politics of difference are often based on misrep-
Tesentation and/or complacency, and while I see problem; 113
many versions of identity politics, I do not regard the standar

liberal reservations as decisive. The more serious difficulty, from

my point of view, is that the hegemonic status of difff:rence
fit the picture.

makes it hard to address inequalities that don’t L
The shift from equality to difference does not indicate a lack o

int . . . : ¢ 1’, a’cial, cultllfal; lin-
terest in equality, for discussions of sexua r,by analysis of the
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unequal power relations that have denied people full .membe.r-
ship or recognition. And yet with the best of intenuons,' fllf-
ference is not a category that can capture all relevant inequalities.
Nancy Fraser’s question about whether the movements contest-
ing gender or racial subordination are aiming at more or less. dif-
ference is based on this point. Where social recognition is at
issue, it may be that groups need to assert and/or celebrate their
difference, for they need others to be willing to accept them as
equals while still accepting them for what they are. Where

equality in the labour force or housing market is at issue, asser-

tions of difference may be just the opposite of what such groups
need.

Fraser’s point is that ‘difference’ captures some but not all
injustices experienced by women or black minorities in a white-
dominated society, and that an exclusive emphasis on difference
will obscure some j
that the hegemonic status of difference in contemporary social
and political thought can make it very difficult to talk about
class. Diana Coole argues that ‘economic inequality is bracketed
out of discussion of difference’,"” which focuses by preference on

identity groups. We can of course talk about working-class
culture, but we cannot plausibl

Yy present the working class as a
cultural group fighting for recognition of its distinctive traditions
and culture. As Coole notes, ¢

elebrations of difference or ‘open-
mindedness towards the Oth

er' make little sense as applied to
class inequalities, for whereve

r people are positioned in the verti-
cal hierarchy of the capitalist econom

and respect) do not apply so readily to class as to gender, ethnicity
or culture. If al] the problems of

inequality are subsumed under a
general rubric of difference, this will leave class out in the cold.
In left politics, the hegemony of difference is illustrated by a
‘radical pluralism’ that alw

gender, Sexuah’ty»:rot race.’® In mostﬁdiscussions, class then seems
“an afterthought as ‘women, blacks and gays’ used to
-discou se of the 1960s and 19705, In liberal theory,
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the hegemony of difference is illustrated by t}ie Slhlf:liirr(r)lmaqslﬁ;t
tions of distributive justice to ones of cultura TI})l ur o ,] e
exemplified b}i) the wor::(h of Joggufi}gs;eéuireggnts of equal-
generated a substantive oSS @ istribution of primary goods
ity: the idea that inequalities in the <':hstr'1 utio of
most benefit to the least advantaged. Ra(\;’ . 'Sth the plurality
Liberalism® is almost exclusively preoccupie t‘f + soom. on the
of religious, philosophical, or moral doctrmesh ad rméiples ¥
face of it, to make it impossible to agree ° arileg by accusa-
justice. Liberalism has become increasmgly trou o ol
tions of cultural imperialism or the coercive i(mpos o from what
views: how to deal with difference théne;a es ov
kind of (economic) equality justice requires. : inter-
IIIS thig chapter, % have woven together Wha;-s?:ﬂkism:o:;ething
related developments: the turn towa}’ds pfo 1t1cs1i'cy e dopend.
important in itself; and the reformulation o equarojects are not
ing on a recognition of difference. ThedtWO gs that the post-
always connected. When David Marquan argum lacency about
war emphasis on social rights encouraged a f}? 1? they already
political and civil rights, making peoplel emeded the jobs or
enjoyed their democratic equalities an<.i only i‘ the renewal of
hospital or schools, he can be taken as illustra T}g this argument
politics. Marquand does not, hc?wever;d 1fachttle to say about
through an analysis of social pluralism, an isetween the two is
gender or racial difference. The connectloilh o bination has
ot universal. Yet when put together'- Ccfncerns.
Proved peculiarly inhospitable to economic being stretched in
The implications of political equa,ht.y alr N from what I have
much-needed directions, and I hope it is clear t. Over the same
said that I welcome most of this fievelopn?,zlclati pushed off into
Period, analyses of economic equality have ists who have little
3 separate realm, largely inhabited by theori r difference. This
sense of current debates about demOCl‘aCXf r?ny aim in the next
$eparation is itself symptomatic, and partdCi) ussion of economic
chapter is simply to bring some of that Stcic theory. The more
equality back into connection with democra economic equality
Specific objective is to consider Whe.ther whether it should
Matters in itself, before going on to discuss ;
Hgure as a democratic condition.
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Does Economic Equality
Matter?

If, per impossibile, lar ic i ie:
’ 3 g€ economic i
olitic 1’ leg S 1nequa11t1es did not threaten

L ocial equality, they would be much less
objectionable. But there might still be something wrong with them.!

z}tlie dis}t::ibution of income and wealth poses problems for equal
zenship, but I leave these aside til] the next chapter. The

question hg‘re is whether economic equality can also be said to
matter in itself. In pursuing this

might still think that, failin
one would be daft enough t%) o ‘lure N

\ eﬂ'busmess to end up with
hile those who. fail through no
eedings. But if the

inducement that will
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encourage people to set up new enterprises, we may still think
this a price worth paying.? We might believe that people should
both start out and end up as economic equals, but if the only
way to ensure this is through policing people’s activities in every
stage of their lives, we may find this an unacceptable level of
state intervention. Michael Walzer sees the pursuit of literal
equality as promoting ‘a leveled and conformist society’.’ Given
the importance contemporary societies attach to autonomy and
diversity, we may be unwilling to sacrifice these qualities even if
we accept the independent value of economic equality.

To say that economic equality matters is not to say it is all that
matters, for there may be further objectives that are threatened
by the single-minded obsession with equality, and it is often
necessary to modify the pursuit of one goal in order to address
others equally pressing. But the main impression one gets from
contemporary pronouncements is that the goal is not even
important. The consensus, if any, is that ‘literal’, ‘simple’, jlevgl-
ling’ equality is incoherent and deeply unattractive. ‘Equality lit-
erally understood is an ideal ripe for betrayal’,* and it is one we
should do better without. This echoes Joseph Schumpeter’s
attack on the classical model of democracy (the idea that the
pursuit of democracy is muddled by anachronistic attachmeflt' to
ideals long past their relevance), but where principles of political
equality seem to have survived relatively unscathed from the
revisionist onslaught, there has been no such escape for_ eco-
nomic equality. Indeed, the notion that equality means ehmllr)l-
ating all inequalities in income or wealth has come to be
regarded as so absurd that people are hard put to it to be‘heve
that anyone ever intended their equality so 11te{a11 . Few
People’, we are told by the Commission on Social J.ust':lge,
‘believe in arithmetical equality.”> ‘Arithmetical often sxgmais
an unhealthy obsession with numbers; this is enough to make
simpler egalitarians blush with shame.

Simple equality
The one exception usually allowed is Graccfht{s '»Babel;fﬁm‘/::;:
attacked the French Revolution for betraying its own €§  the
Principles and was executed for his role in the Conspiracy ©
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Equals in 1797. Babeuf undoubtedly believed in a simple equal-
ity of wages, rejecting the ‘plea of superior ability and industry
as ‘an empty rationalization to mask the machinations of those
who conspire against human equality and happiness’.® His take
on this was, indeed, unique, for where subsequent egalitarians
have usually welcomed superior ability or industry but queried
whether these entitled people to extra rewards, Babeuf was more
inclined to prevent the ‘superior’ individuals from making full
use of their talents. ‘Even a man who shows that he can do the
work of four, and who consequently demands the wages of four,
will still be an enemy of the people’; such a person ‘should be
allowed to perform no more than one man’s work and to lay
claim to no more than one man’s pay’.” If the implementation of
this strict egalitarianism meant that certain activities would no
longer flourish, then so be it. ‘Let the arts perish, if need be! But
let us have real equality.”® For critics of simple equality, this dec-
laration speaks for itself. Outside the excesses of the French
Revolution, surely no one ever intended a strict equality in all
income and wealth?
. Rewriting history to eliminate what are now considered errors
1S a common human failing: rather than admitting to changing
our minds, we often prefer to say our earlier opinions were mis-
represented. Current takes on equality seem to me to fall into
this pattern, but the idea that Babeuf was alone in taking his
equality so literally does contain one element of truth.
nded to divide into those who saw the aboli-
tion of private property as the only way to secure full equality

is was a major part of Babeuf’s argument), and those who
accepted the framework of 3 marke

t, they tended to tailor their pro-
olitically and economically feasible.
%hﬁsnnplerianguage of equality,

“Production. Even under conditions of greater equahty,
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while the latter accepted at least some of the case for mopetary
incentives. Neither then argued for that stricter equality of
income that was so important to the Conspiracy of the l?quals.
Marxists, in the first camp, rarely focused on inequality per se.
Their organizing concepts were alienation, ex?loitaﬁon, Oppres-
sion, and it was the power relations that subjected one class t(}
another (and ultimately all classes to the juggernaut POW;; o
‘capital’) that provided the main focus of f.helr analyﬂli- arl’f
famously criticized those of his contemporaries who tool soihla .
ism to mean equal wages or a fair distribution, arguing . as
equality was a profoundly limited objective, appropriate pf:lr apa
to the first stage of socialism, but hardly to'be promoted as
communist ideal. From a Marxist perspective, dlstnbutlpnblls
always secondary to production. Attempts to ensure an eqmtarﬂe
distribution of labour or income or wealth were necessarily
doomed unless the more fundamental relations of cap'l’talllst pro-
duction - including the organization of producers mtod wiﬁ:‘ .
labourers and the organization of production into the pr(fi) lllc X
of commodities for sale — were themselves tran:sform.ih . : Ei:zt
impossible, in Marx’s view, to eliminate i.n'equallty wi Olilety «
abolishing class society. But with the abolition pf class i:li . 0
would become possible to go beyond the niggling elilcaC uld give
equality into a deeper realm of freedom \.N.h.ere eag W<}3l A
according to his (let us now add her) abilities and each not only
according to his or her needs. Once labour had become1 o
2 means of life but life’s prime want’,® we would no : gerson
Constrained by questions of incentives or whether (;I; thi pro-
Was getting as much as another. Equality, for Marx, 1‘:’ Outside
tection people adopted in relations of deep mlciq‘f z;ieal.
ose relations, equality would be exposed as a 111%11 ehieving his
The catch, of course, was that the chances. of ac e logical)
depended on a degree of social (not to mention psyc lausible;
transformation that others have found historically llmtli)on Have
and those less convinced by the fantasies of revo uli o
found it harder to credit this utopia beyondd eqﬁ:intt};é to be
arxist socialists presumed that societies woul Codi produc-
Organized on the basis of wage labour and commo igbly om-
tion, and their conception of equality was then inevi

, -, . ities of market
Promised by what they perceived as the necessi ociety
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would still face the question of incentives, for what would
happen to economic creativity if no one could anticipate any
additional rewards for risk-taking, imagination, or hard work?
What, indeed, would happen to economic efficiency if the state
took over the organization of all production, in the corner shops
as well as the mines? Something, it was felt, would have to be
left to private enterprise. If so, inequalities would inevitably
develop between those who succeeded and those who failed.
Where Marxists often dreamt of a withering away of the state,
non-Marxist socialists tended to look to the state as the main
engine of production and guarantee of equality, but most of
them then recognized limits to what this state should do.
Socialists were never as dismissive of individual liberties as their
critics have liked to suggest, and most recoiled from the level of
State intervention that would prove necessary to impose strict or
literal equality. For reasons of efficiency and liberty alike, no
non-Marxist socialist believed that strict equality could ever be
achieved.

One might then agree that there has never been a significant
strand of critical thinking that took strict equality as its goal: eco-
nomic equality was always just a staging post en route to a higher
form of social organization, or something that would have to be
moderated by other concerns. But even if we allow this, there is
still a notable difference between’ these older arguments and the
ones that are presented today. Earlier egalitarians recognized a
necessity for compromise, but what they were compromising
was arguably an ideal of simple equality. Many people who have
believed any income differential to be unjustified have argued for
a reduction in income differentials rather than their elimination,
or supported an 80 per cent tax on inheritance rather than the
100 per cent that simple equality seems to imply. But for much
of thxs century, egalitarians still held on to notions of simple
équallty- They recognized, perhaps, that this equality was not as
sxmple as it looked, but they stil] regarded it as the measure
against which to judge the improvements they favoured.

i we Conﬁq“the unlikely character of John Rawls in this con-

ey that his Theory. of Justice relies.

- Some compensation for the less fortunatfz.(otherwit
gi;y accept the unequal society as a legitimate sta
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ity, income and wealth, and the bases of self-respect — are to b.e
distributed equally.’!® Rawls arrived at this through an e;xtraordl,-
narily radical attack on the notion of desert. We do not des.erve. ,
he argued, those goods that come to us by our chan.ce location in
the existing social hierarchy: the wealth we inherited from our
parents; the educational advantages we derived frgm access to
private schooling; the political influence we w1?1d through
knowing the right people and mixing in the right social cl'flss. But
neither do we deserve those goods that come to us by virtue of
our own ‘natural’ abilities: our greater capacity for intcellectual
labour; our unusual gift for dreaming up new inventlon‘s}.ou’r
greater stamina or strength. These are, as we so often say, ‘gifts’.
They come to us through no intrinsic merit of our own but
through our good fortune in the natural lottery.' If we do not
think that social contingencies justify a moral cl.alm to more of
better goods, why should we think natural contingencies éust.lf);
:ﬁle person having more than al}]other? ‘From a moral standpoin

€ two seem equally arbitrary.’ .

As it happenci, Raywls immediately moderated. his pnncg)k? ;f
simple equality, going on to say that all social primary goc; jl :ri-
to be distributed equally unless [my emphasis] an unequ:h 15 .
bution of any or all of these goods is to the advantage of the . tc;
favoured’.!2 The ideal can be compromised, though only wi ?
certain limits that include the equal opportunity for all to rea}c)e
any office or position. But if this condition is met, and it Ca}?ave
additionally shown that social and economic 1neq‘1a§11t1‘3‘°‘ta o
been arranged to the greatest benefit of the least a \;an_ gnoé
then the fact that no one ‘deserves’ more than anyomlf e siﬁeme
3 good enough reason to refuse them. If, for example, € or-
income differentials and the accumulation of extraqrdmary p i
sonal wealth turn out to provide the most efﬁgent i:gythe
increasing production, and the greater productivity t}fa would
living standards of the poorest to a higher level tban :l}i’ties ore
enjoy in a regime of simple equality, then these meqy

justified
stified. N has to be
~The conclusion is not particularly egalitarian. T};:rsvh'y would

e of affairs?),

Critics have argued that Rawls’s prinmples 02‘:‘5;1;63 that
done ‘& society of great inequality. The point
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the structure of Rawls’s argument fits into what I have suggested
Was a common pattern through much of the twentieth century.
The ideal equality is a simple equality (what Dworkin, in his cri-
tique of Rawls, describes as a ‘flat’ equality),'® and there is no
moral reason for querying this ideal. It may take second place
behind even more fundamental principles of liberty, and may get
compromised for reasons to do with efficient production, but it
remains a simple or literal ideal.

I'would say that feminist ideals of equality are also best under-
stood within a framework of literal or strict equality, in that they
argue for no difference between the sexes in any social sphere.
For many feminists, sexual equality has meant just that: it has
meant men and women sharing equally in carework (not men
doing ‘a bit more’ housework or taking ‘a bit more’ responsibility
for their children); men and women being equally represented in
all the occupations within the society; men and women being
elected in equal numbers to all the decision-making arenas,
including the legislative assembly. It might be said that those
who propose this vision of literal sexual equality remain agnostic
about the other inequalities in society. They leave open, that is,

€ question of whether nursery workers should earn the same as
judges, and merely insist that men and women should be equally
represented in both fields of employment. But even with this
Caveat in mind, this is still 4 version of sexual equality that
refuses to credit any of the claims of differential ability or
strength and recommends litera] or ‘strict’ equality. From this
perspective (one | still broadly share), there is no significant

Opportunities were almost certainly unequal.
My first point, then, is that simple equality has had a longer

and more active life than is sometimes

thers’,'* and is con-

- MMates one of the problems already rehearse
. mc@qtlahty, for there seem to be endless ways
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tested (by feminists and non-feminists alike) as injectlrllgt illolje
niggling exactitudes of equality into arenas better regula omiycr
love or generosity or care. In their pronouncements on ecor;S mic
equality, politicians increasingly treat equa!lty of.otiti:cgén:l s not
only impossible but actively unfair:. a d.emal of individu 1 pute
nomy and responsibility that no falr-mln(.ied person cou‘m ;)ney
sibly support. Meanwhile, in the theoreuFal'llter?tge, money
egalitarianism’ has virtually gone. The majotity o e.oxgi o Sy
that inequalities are justified when they arise .from m1 fua!
ambition and choice; or that we should be ensuring piop e 2 o
ficiency rather than worrying about whether they av? l'lq o
amounts; or that money inequalities are 1r.re1ev'anici i:sosomge "
money cannot purchase all the other gooc.l things 1r11' e. rlso e o
these arguments come from self-identified ega 1tar1aen,ted N
argue that the meaning of equality has been m}S{':lpresue o
simple notions of money equality. Others expléa y gunrg}; e
value of equality and argue that we should ad1 ress hunger o
poverty instead. Whatever the position, the results see

aretreat from economic equality.

The retreat from economic equality

ther
One could say it was wrong to pay one man ‘more‘ﬂlzf;dfloone
because there should be distribution a{ccoﬁrdmg to t}?an e dili
could say it was wrong to pay the lazy sCle¥1'C15.'c more ccording to
gent dustman because there should be dlstr}butlll(.)n :t more than
effort. One could say it was wrong to pay the inte lgeetic injustice.
e stupid because society should compensate for geltlh o the intel-
ne could say it was wrong to pay the stupid mo?}’-}e unhappiness
ligent because society should compensate for an do much
which is the usual lot of the intelligent. (No one ¢ One could
about the brilliant, they will be miserable any\f\.'ay.)o-rl.(.as e b as
say it was wrong to pay people who liked their w ing, and what-
those who didn’t. One could — and did - say arg,thl agrlticular kind
€ver one said it was always with the support of en‘i: s ,
of justice invoked by principles implicit in the state .
e . y illus.
H'”S €xtract from Michael Young's Rise 031( :ﬁed?s/f:ins:ions of eco-
T of interpreting
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what counts as fair or equal treatment, and no easy answer to
what economic equality means. I will not attempt to summarize
the entire field of discussion, but two main arguments surface
with particular regularity. The first is that equalizing social
resources is a very hit-and-miss way of achieving equality, for it
pays no attention to differences in needs or desires. This is a
point made long ago by Karl Marx when he observed (from a
typically masculine perspective) that a single worker needs less to
live on than a married worker with dependent wife and children,
and that giving each of these an equal income will not produce
an equal effect. Later theorists have usually managed to avoid
this uncritical invocation of the male breadwinner/female depen-
dant, but they have reiterated Marx’s point about the complex
relationship between resources and needs, and added in further
questions about the different perceptions of what makes life
good.

Equalizing social resources fails to deal with any ‘natural
inequalities we may start out with: the good or bad luck that
makes some people stronger, more talented, perhaps just more
contented than others, and can prove far more decisive in deter-
mining the quality of our lives than our initial share of social
resources. Equalizing social resources also fails to address the dif-
ferent value people attach to resources: the fact that some people
may care more about time for contemplation or leisure than
about the goods they are enabled to enjoy. In a strict division of
the world’s resources, ‘almost everyone would end up with a
very inconvenient bundle, with lots of useless items, but too
little of what is really desired’.’s A third of a cow as David Miller
suggests, but no share of a beautify] landscape - is this really
what equality implies?

.If we care about equality, it is presumably because we think it
will promote people’s welfare, and making a fetish of equal divi-
sion looks a poor way of achieving this goal. Amartya Sen makes
the point that it is not goods as such that should concern us but
what they do to human beings."”

than others in order to achieve a similar level of well-being: the

vaious and much Tepeated example being the person who is

bomn with s physical disability and needs. @ ad .. ;
like @ wheelchair, to reach ﬁexnmaddmmlmpmm

others
 need

dards.of mobilitythat
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additional educational support in order to develop their reaC_ﬁng
and writing potential; while those who are being educated in a
language different from the one they use at hc.)me may need
extra language tuition in order to do as well as their peers. .

None of these examples looks particularly devastating, and it
might seem easy enough to modify the notion of equal resources
(make it a sum, perhaps, of ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ resources) so as to
address such self-evident differences in need. Once we start,
however, to inject some notion of differentia! net?d into thef
account of equality, we rapidly lose the attractive s1mphcxtl); o
equalizing everyone’s amount. Thus it seems obv1ou:s enough to
me that children who have special difﬁcultigs with leam%nlg
should get extra attention so as to develop their full potgnﬁa%
and I can regard this as a minor qualification to the equallllty o ¢
resources so as to compensate for their greater need. But w. g;lcf
the seemingly parallel argument that children who are sp§c1ﬁ11}i
gifted should get extra attention in order to develog t.hezrd !
potential? Do we say that children who are already Pmﬂegf thu;
their own ‘inner’ resources should get less than the others,‘ lad
they should get the same as the average; or that they are ent;;c ee
to a larger share of educational resources because they too ':‘i"_
special needs? Once we recognize (as I think we must) the ina f
quacies of a strict division of the world’s resources, Wed Seff::’itg
be plunged into impossible conundrums about how to dea

ifferential need.

One way out of this is to move from equality of resources :2
equality of welfare; we can then treat resources as 3 ﬁllle?;elesing
what really matters, which is equality in our sense of}vlv fli -cusseci

s falls prey, however, to the second objection much sherent
in the literature, which is that equalizing welfare 1s an m}f ° ell-
objective because of the difficulties in establishing w ain‘gee q

ing means. What makes people contented varies. ndees
People vary even in the value they place on contentdl'lr}ef‘lﬂ 1 lesd
Uy to operate with ‘objective’ standards of welfare, 15 e may
& 1o favour some people’s definitions over Others.to live in,
Specify that everyone needs a certain amount of SP aee hen they

; example, but what if some people are happiest 0:1}' happy

close proximity to others, while others d:ren more per-
they enjoy a level of privacy that depends O

i in
space? Refusing to acknowledge these differences
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subjective evaluation makes a mockery of the very notion of
welfare, for how can we say that people have been made equal in
their sense of well-being when some are patently dissatisfied with
their lot? Yet if we try to accommodate these differences, this
also threatens to make a mockery of the egalitarian objective. We
might then find ourselves saying that people who are used to
living in large houses are entitled to a larger share of social
resources than the rest, or that those who are only happy drink-
ing fine claret are entitled to more than those who gaily drink
water from the tap. And what do we do to use Amartya Sen’s
example, for the cripple who has a jolly disposition, or whose
‘heart leaps up whenever he sees a rainbow in the sky’?'® Does
the fact that so little makes him happy absolve society from
any responsibility for meeting what might be described as his
‘objective’ needs?

Something goes wrong, in other words, with either of the stan-
dard alternatives. If we focus on an equal distribution of eco-
nomic resources (or an equal distribution of Rawls’s primary
goods), we end up ignoring important differences in people’s
capacities and values, and produce outcomes that are far from
equal. If we focus instead on equalizing people’s sense of well-
being, we end up giving more to the constitutionally dissatisfied
and less to the easily content: the outcome may then be ‘equal’,
but the means of achieving it favour the more over the less
demanding and this will offend most egalitarian sensitivities. The

er point often made by people who are unhappy with the
notion that we do not ‘deserve’ the fruits of our natural talents is
that most of us seem willing to condone the high salaries paid to
great singers or actors or athletes. We may object to the inflated
salaries paid to company executives whose contribution to our

well-being remains obscure, but we rarely mind when the activ-

ities have brought us rea] pleasure. These are the kinds of com-
plication that are

enough to turn you off equality for life. Some,
st lea§t, of the current retreat stems from the resulting sense of
espair. ;

e person who saves for the future is entitled to e s
. Ment ¢} . mes in; O
 Mment than the person who spends all income as it €0 7 of,
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Opportunities and choice

Those who write on questions of equality have exhibitc?d consid-
erably more stamina, but there is a tendency to opt etther.' for :}
refined version of equality of opportunity, or for a version o
minimum conditions that turns away from equality to emphasize
people’s basic needs, or for a reduction in the power of money
that leaves money inequalities still intact. The first of these is
particularly compelling for those who want to leavg space t}xln
their egalitarianism for the exercise of indiv1dua1' cho.lce or te
recognition of individual responsibility, and see qns as incompat-
ible with equality of outcome. Though he descrﬁ.)es his Posﬁ;}c:p
in terms of ‘equality of resources’, Ronald Dworkin falls into this
first camp. Welfarism is unacceptable, he argues, because we
have to have some way of excluding unreaspnable 'requllll'e;
ments."” Faced with people who never feel sansf_ied with vl\ll ae
they have achieved, or never feel happy with their lot, \a\‘rief a;'d
to be able to say that some regrets are unreasonable. 1’\n i;ve
with people who have what he calls ‘champagne tastes’, we e
to be able to say that there is a difference between 2 reasonath
claim for sustenance and the unreasonable dependency Oﬁ mtf
finest of wines. In doing so, however, we fall back on an ?1 e ™
ative notion of fair distribution that cannot be trans.latfil 1en0lc
welfare: some independent idea of what counts as a fa,lr s asre o
Social resources, regardless of what it does to peopleSf Sf!f:1 iy
well-being. This brings Dworkin round to a deffence 0 flq e
of resources, but what he means by this has little to 0e .
equality of outcome. Equality of resources does pc?t me:sn gople
zing ‘the quantity of disposable goods or liqui af:ﬁat geople
fommand at a particular time’;? it requiresélrathef,
Pay the true cost of the lives that they lead’. ance dif-
The distribution of resources should not reﬂecjc til}f c r;n - ant
€rences in ability that we are born with (this is the i lfut o
Sense in which Dworkin defends equality of resouriﬁse),different
entirely right and proper that it should reflect ek
choices we make in our lives. The person who chooses

: t to,
o e ¢ who chooses not 10;
entitled to a higher income than the personed o a better retire-

‘ e person
use one of Dworkin’s more unpleasant examples, the p
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who insures against blindness is entitled to compensation when
the person who chose not to js not.? An obsession with after-

€-event money equality discounts the choices people have
made about what to do with their resources; it also discounts the
very different attitudes people adopt towards money and wealth.
(Once people are free of genuine poverty, Dworkin argues, there
is no reason to think that everyone would want to be rich; the
idea that the best life is the life dedicated to the accumulation of
wealth or the consumption of luxuries ‘comes as close as any
theory of the good life to naked absurdity’.)2 What we need is a
way of distinguishing between those inequalities that arise out of
natural disadvantage and those that legitimately reflect our tastes

and choices; the first are rightly treated as inequalities, the
second are better described as diffe

rences and not to be treated
as evidence of injustice.

Translated into the more standard o
of opportunities and equali
ment that favours the fo
radical version of e

pposition between equality
ty of outcome, this is clearly an argu-
rmer. It is, admittedly, a particularly
qual opportunities, for it justifies only those

, qualified by pro-
gressive taxation, providing the basic elements of a welfare state.
But where Rawls retaing the presumption in favour of an equal
distribution, Dworkin no longer has any time for simple or flat
equality.®® Such. equality is not just practically unworkable, or
less efficient in improving the-quality of life. It is.no longer to be

i 57
Does Economic Equality Matter?

s prob-
Some of this will strike a resonant chord, for ISI;OS\:e(:lfc:S gf (at
ably do think that people should carry the Conallq object when
least some of) their actions. V\ie iﬁarrllcc)tesn(())?nearfling a decent
Fhose w'ho ps::p;nZezhggr:a;zaliﬁcaﬁons later bgniﬁtli (1;1;;1:1 iri
ﬁzzzesal?afo}; or when those who give uptﬁnb et)i(:;ccgmmoda-
order to pay for their mortgage enfl up wrlfh s: of us in public
tion than their more frivolous friends. 0fairly behind those
employment often feel our incomes falling un ople who took
in tIl)xe 3;rivate sector, but we may Sﬁ_n feel thiltrp(ea nI:i even more
on the greater insecurities of the private silc 0ith running their
s, those who took on the risks associate fv':heir choice if the
own business) are entitk}(fi to the rewards o f
tually pays off. uctures O
gaII?IE}c: evlfgweve};,p tiat such examples }F e SeanfSl;rutonomous
inequal’ity as arising from the discrete. c ?hC:t it abstracts from
individuals. The point about this is not just s that make it easier
the background constraints and Opportur,ll:l}f fact that it is easier
for some people to take risks than others: ele if your family is
to risk extended periods of study, for examp (;ssible to contem-
prepared to support you; or that it may be llmI;dy have a certain
Plate taking out a mortgage unless you tirzrists of equality are
amount in the bank. Most contempol,rary het is what they are
well aware of these ‘imperfections —d' t:l ish between the
attempting to deal with when t}‘xe.y . é 5111;5 legitimate con-
unfair effects of inherited inequalities an hen this is the stated
Sequences of individual choice. But even w. Zons still tends to
intention, the focus on individual COkffrllev“to be major differ-
anaesthetize people against what they kno ting from social rela-
€nces in opportunities and power. In gbstrac. the fact that one
hons, they also abstract from dommanc:l.ler’s lack of choices,
Person’s choice is so often enabled by an(a on exploiting other
or that one person’s success may depen h B
eople, . e high earners,
peoTI})xe wealth of the household w.ith twothc: ;n:i);n dufls’ choices
ample, is made possible not just by can pay to others: the
bitions, but by the low wages they can pay %5 o that
‘nannies gardeners, etc. who free .ers. To take this 2
‘embark on their well-paid Carm L
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generation back, the wealth of a high-earning man is made
Possible not just by his individual ambitions, but by the availabil-
ity of a non-earning wife who frees him from housework and
childcare. In both cases, the opportunities seized upon by the
energetic and ambitious only exist because there are others who
have no chance of doing the same, and it would be logically
impossible for everyone to make the same choices. There is a
deep structural inequality here, and it is even deeper than the
one that propels children of working-class parents into working-
cl-ass jobs and children of professional parents in the opposite
direction. It is not just that some individuals have been more
favoured than others by the circumstances they grew up in: given
an earl.ier start in the race or allowed to use performance-
enhancmg drugs. In the examples given above, one person is
being favoured precisely because another is less so: the good luck
of one actually depends on the bad luck of the other.

To move the argument even more decisively from comparisons
be.tween. individual choosers, the wealth of the private company
fitlu derives frgm the labour of its employees, and exploitation

oes not magically vanish just because individuals have some
choice over what jobs they do. Yet this last element is curiously
absent in current discussions of inequality. Ronald Dworkin has
ObserY?fd that notions of ‘“flat’ equality become most obviously
:hnsat‘ls actory when Wwe try to apply them person by person, and

at it is those theorists who persist in thinking of equality as a
relatxonsh1P between social groups who find themselves most
;ihrawn to ideals of s@ple equality.?® For Dworkin, this is one of
beiwzzzsoi::(sh f’zlr a?sWItChir.lg. our attention to the comparisons
et e i vidu 5. But it is just as plausible to follow the argu-
ey wﬁpg;)sﬁe conclu'mon: to say that an unhealthy obses-
ine th €ther opera singer Maria is entitled to a higher

ome than surfer Bruce, or champagne drinker Charlie to 2

larger drinks bud et
) get than teetotall J
in . ities that ¢ ot be unde €r Jane, obscures those structural

: € ood in such individualist terms.
i 1s @ rommon failing in arguments that seek to justify
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crime, for example, can be punished for what they do - it is
indeed implausible to exempt those actions that have economic
effects. Most of us will want to say that adults have a respons-
ibility to care for their children at a vulnerable age. Saying this
implies that adults can be criticized, in the worst cases punished,
for failures in this field. What, then, is so different about having
to accept the consequences of one’s economic choices — and the
conclusion that seems to follow from this, that some individuals
will end up with more than others? The importance attached to
personal responsibility does justify some of the inequalities in eco-
nomic condition. The energy devoted to making this point has
come, however, at the expense of sociological precision, leading
to an exaggerated emphasis on individual comparisons and a cor-
responding lack of attention to relationships of dominance and
power.

The other problem is that because the examples are designed
to show us that some inequalities are justified, they take us away
from sharper perceptions of what people need. We are drawn
again and again into comparisons that direct us to two individu-
als who enjoy the same range of talents and opportunities, but
choose to do different things with them: the person who chooses
to play tennis all day versus the neighbour who plants a garden
and ends up generating a higher income from the sale of her
wonderful vegetables;?’ the person who chooses to work a full
week versus the colleague who splits his week between part-time
employment and the cultivation of his roses.?® The idea is to get
us to focus more precisely on what it is about inequality that
bothers us, but the choice of comparisons also skews the conclu-
sions in a particular way. When we compare individuals who are
hypothetically placed with the same range of opportunities and
prospects, any subsequent inequalities between them become
more intuitively acceptable. But once we have accepted the
justice of some inequalities, we may find it harder to get back to
notions of what any individual needs.

Amartya Sen reminds us that ‘giving more income to the natu-
rally talented people does, of course, amount to giving less to
those without talents’, and when the latter include ‘the old and
the infirm stripped of their talents by the natural process _Of
aging’,2® this casts a disturbing shadow over an exclusively merit-

- oriented system of desert. But giving more income to the
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naturally ambitious or naturally far-sighted also amounts to
giving less to those who frittered away their time on roses and
tennis. If these latter end up with an income below what is nor-
mally regarded as necessary to existence, we may still see the
results as unacceptable.

Comparing individuals who are supposed to be similarly situ-
ated gets us into a rather punitive frame of mind, somewhat akin
to those Victorian distinctions between the deserving and unde-
serving poor. But needs do not go away just because the needy
made mistakes. Indeed, one might want to question whether
anyone should be required to bear the consequences of her
choices when these lead to a situation no sane person would
deliberately pursue. (I am reminded here of those questions
about whether a just God could condemn anyone to the everlast-
ing torments of hell, or whether even the worst of sinners could
legitimately plead ignorance and work out his redemption

rough purgatory.) Even if we want a version of equality that
leaves space for individuals assuming responsibility for their lives,
we cannot humanely pursue the notion of what people have
‘chosen’ or ‘deserved’ to the point of condemning them to desti-
tution. If we want to stop short of this, it means that an initial
equality of resources, combined with an equal opportunity to

make what we choose of them, fails to satisfy the requirements
of equality.

From equality to sufficiency

This is where the second alternative comes into play. Instead of
reworking the notion of equality to distinguish between the ille-
gitimate inequalities that arise from unfair advantages and the
legitimate ones that arise from people’s active choice, perhaps
we should be focusing on what any human being needs in order
to live a decent life? Questions of desert would be irrelevant
here. All human beings, by virtue simply of their humanity,
would be regarded as entitled to what is necessary to a decent
quality of life, and the needs of the poorest would then take pri-
ority in '{hé:”diMbuﬁm “of social resources. The emphasis on
opportunities and choices encourages us to ignore those many

o mmbemaf&he society whwcoulc} not {or perhaps just did not)
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avail themselves of the opportunities. The alternative emphasis

on meeting basic needs refuses to engage in metaphysical ques-
tions about whether people ‘chose’ their poverty, or failefi
through no fault of their own. However they got there, their
needs still speak for themselves.

In societies that are all too willing to blame the poor for their
poverty, this is an attractive alternative. The point made by a
number of theorists is that it does not say anything about equal-
ity. Equality implies comparison — do I have more or less the
same as you? — but the compulsion to eradicate poverty or meet
basic human needs arises more from humanitarian impulse than
anything to do with equality. In Harry Frankfurt’s formulagon,
the sufficiency argument effectively drops the pursuit of equality:
what matters ‘is not that everyone should have the same but that
each should have enough’® So long as each of us has a suffi-
ciency of resources — enough, that is, to satisfy any reasonable
person and enable her to pursue her basic aims — then there may
be no moral significance attached to whether other peogle enjoy
far more. Indeed, Frankfurt argues that the obsession w1th com-
parison alienates us from ourselves, for instead of focusing on
what we need to do the things we care about, we focus on other
people and how much more they have. o

This is an argument much loved by contemporary politicians
who recurrently warn us against the ‘politics of envy’ — and there
is an important point in this. Many will agree about the corro-
siveness of envy and the way it can destroy what.would otbe}:—
wise be a perfectly satisfactory life; with this in mlndf we m11gj t
well want to say that we should drop the obsession w1.th equality
to focus on more immediate questions about eliminating poverty
and hunger. Joseph Raz notes that we do not bother ourselves
unduly about an unequal distribution of grains of s?and, presum-
ably because we do not see possession or otherwise of sand as
Mattering very much to our life. We do, by contrast, worry 3b°s‘::
one person being hungry when another is replete, but he iluggih

at it is not the inequality that bothers us in th1§ so much as b dz

act that someone is hungry.3' ‘Rhetorical egalitarianism’ ac
Dothing, in his view, to the humanistic concern with alleviating

. bunger. If we can address the hunger - and by extension, the

' ride
1c Jhigher ‘ sufﬁciency' level that may.be‘necessatjy to P???‘ )
ople with a decent quality of life ~ who cares if Dthmare
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enjoying much more? Equality forces us into continual com-
parisons with others, and because of that, it never seems able to
stop. From the basic needs or sufficiency perspective, compara-
tive inequalities are inconsequential so long as human needs are
met.

.In this argument, we are asked to step back from the obsession
with equality and consider what we want the equality for. If
the pursuit of equality is designed to eliminate the barbarism
that condemns some members of a community to malnutrition,
over-crowding, or hypothermia while other members of that
community rejoice in more material wealth than they could pos-
sibly use, then maybe the point of the comparison is simply that
there is enough wealth around to remedy the poverty. So let’s
remedy .the poverty, and not get sidetracked by inequality per se.
Money inequality no longer figures as the villain of the peace: it
becomes morally insignificant whether income differentials range
from 1:10 or 1:100, so long as no one is deprived of what is
necessary to life. What matters is sufficiency ~ which, in fairness
to the argument, may be set at a far more generous level than in
the standard measures of poverty.

I have some sympathy with this, for I do think that the images
of poverty in the midst of wealth are what give greatest urgency
to egahtarian politics, and that these images are far more com-
pelling than the fact that some people drive Jaguars while others
make do.with the cheapest of Fords. When we also worry about
the relative positioning of people on the total social scale, it is
often because of the implications that flow from this when it
comes to political equality. To that extent, it may be that eco-
nomic inequality matters less for itself than in its relationship to
Etzlgltelc:ill . E;;tuality. I return to this in the next chapter. At this

, 1 just want to registe i i
o gister two problems with the sufficiency
y mﬁ grst is that wha.t we regard as sufficient is itself condi-

oned by what those richer than us enjoy. This is not only for
reasons of envy. In a society where access to the common culture
tas ‘come to d.epend on watching the same programmes on TV,
I ::n;g; tglev:;xon set becomes a necessity rather than a huxury.
b oo ?tylvt;be;e car ownership has become widespread, it can
or without cars to get access to basic amenities:

shOPPingcentres«arebften located in areas difficult to reach by

 Yalued male jobs in comparison to female ones, K
Somparison to manual, or work in the financial sector over wor

Does Economic Equality Matter? 63

public transport; indeed public transport may collapse when the
richer members of the community no longer use it. Sen quotes
Adam Smith on what one needs to appear in public without
shame:* this is a comment that will speak volumes to those
hard-pressed parents who have enough to buy shoes for their
children but not enough for trainers in the requisite mode. The
wealth and consumption patterns of the richer members of
society set new standards for the poorer members, and while
some of this could be discounted as the unhealthy reflection of a
materialistic society, much of it enters into what one ‘needs’ to
take part in the life of the community. This suggests that suffi-
ciency levels vary with the degree of inequality; that what is suf-
ficient to the quality of life in a more egalitarian society may not
be sufficient in a less egalitarian one. If so, then sufficiency is not
logically distinct from equality.

The second point is that if inequalities in income and wealth
cannot be justified (other than by the fact that they are there),
then it seems odd to say we should not allow them to bother us.
We might agree that the urgent issue is whether everyone in
society has enough, and that addressing the condition of those
worst off should be the priority for any egalitarian politics. If we
continue to think, however, that the rich got where they are by
their ancestors’ robbery and pillage, that people working in
‘male’ fields of employment are deriving inflated salaries from
the historical under-valuation of female labour, or that company
€Xecutives are paying themselves illegitimate rewards just
because they have the power to do so, then the knowledge that
everyone else now has enough will hardly satisfy us.
Egahtaﬂanism may not require a total equality in money
Incomes, and the issues raised over what it means to equal%ze
either resources or welfare indicate some of the difficulties thb
S}ICh an approach. There is still a question about which inequali-
ties, if any, can be justified, and those that derive from an abuse
of power seem self-evidently unfair. .

In line with Rawls and Dworkin, I see any irleclualmes't}"at
derive from natural differences in talent as unfair, but am willing
to limit my critique to those that can be shown to rise from

historical accident: the kind of historical ‘accident’ that has over-
mental labour in
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in other kinds of service. To take one telling example, jobs
categorized as ‘women’s work’ tend to be more poorly paid than
those categorized as men’s even where the skills required to carry
out the former are greater; and when previously male jobs
bec?me feminized (as was the case with medicine in the former
Soviet Union), the wage attached to them typically drops.
Income differentials do not reflect straightforward differences in
Fhe nature of the work: how difficult it is, or how rare the talents
1t requires. Far more commonly, they reflect historical patterns
that have allocated certain kinds of work to the public sector and
others to the private sector, or have valued the work of some
groups of workers less highly than the work of others. Even if the
mark.et were a fair way of allocating rewards (and it is hard to see
why it shogld be, given that market prices reflect what is already
an inequality in purchasing power), certain groups of workers
have always engaged in rent-seeking activities that push up their
own re\fvards. It has been standard practice in many professions
tf’ rezﬁrlct.entry SO as to maintain high incomes; standard prac-
tice, 180, in s%ulled manual work, where apprenticeship schemes
not only provided the necessary training but kept the number of
te}rllzir:r:)tfst down. If we tak.g in.come differentials as they are, in
o jusﬁ:: (I)J;tte}:xt ab.su.rdlty, it becomes impossible to question
e o € existing order. Yet this is precisely what the
e cy igl{meflt seems to suggest: stop bothering your head

ut inequalities in income or wealth and get on with tackling
the poverty. It is hard to see how this could be thought fair.

From simple 10 complex equality

'_Im'herg is a third h{le of argument that discourages us from focus-
M%charell ‘IAn,:lr;ey _inequalities, most powerfully developed by
 claime that er in .hxs case for ‘complex equality’ ** Walzer also
if they Canmgney}: nequalities are inconsequential, or rather that
rediiremonty ef shorn of their usual consequences, then the
today’s. mitersomequahtx will bg'met In contrast to most of
and. ‘subordin ﬁgnethty’ Walzerputs notions of dominance
howerer pation at the centre of his analysis. He does 5o,

€ point that economic equality is
‘ple egalitarians; ‘he - argues, are

: the obsession with money inequality and
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obsessed with monopolies, with the fact that one group of
people has monopolized what should in justice be shared out.
Complex egalitarians focus instead on dominance, on the way
that access to one social good has given people the power (or
made them believe they have the right) to claim another. When
those who have excelled in the making of money, for example,
employ this to purchase wives, qualifications, or political influ-
ence, they are invading the separate spheres of love or education
or politics. They are trying to employ what may be quite legiti-
mately theirs in the sphere of the market to exert an illegitimate
dominance elsewhere.

Walzer argues that each sphere has its own internal principles
of fair distribution, and that instead of trying to suppress what
we see as the inequalities of money, we should concentrate on
putting it in its place. (We should also, of course, work to keep
love or education in their place, for while it is entirely appropri-
ate that we should favour those we love when deciding who to
spend the rest of our lives with, it will not be appropriate to
favour them in deciding who gets which job; and while it may be
entirely appropriate to favour the smartest in allocating univer-
sity places, it will not be appropriate to favour them in deciding
who is excused from military service.)

The intuitive attractiveness of this lies in the commonsense
perception that those who are good at one thing are not
necessarily so good at everything else: that one person may be
good at making money, another at playing football, anothgr. at
passing exams. A society that values only one of these qualities,
or allows those who excel in one to grab all the honours in every-
thing else, strikes us as particularly inequitable. This is the k?:Y
point made in Michael Young's critique of the meritocratic
society: that a society which uses intelligence tests to z?llocate
occupations, status, income and political power underm.mes all
alternative sources of self-respect and ends up destroying .the
basis for human equality. Measuring people along a single axis —
whether this be birth or wealth or intelligence ~ divides people
inexorably into the haves and have-nots. But it may not be.t_he
inequalities that matter so much as whether those inequalities

tave become general. fr
 Like the sufficiency argument, this asks us to d l?a‘-:k o
 consider what it is about
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inequality that bothers us. If it is the stark division of society into
the haves and have-nots, then maybe the point of the comparison
is not that some have more than others but that some have more
than others in every single sphere. So let’s tackle the accumula-
tion of inequalities, and not get sidetracked by inequality wher-
ever it appears. Who cares about the money so long as each has a
chance of success in one of society’s other spheres?

One problem is that this seems to assume that virtually any
distribution of money inequalities is fair; like the sufficiency
argument, it then draws attention away from inequities in the
pattern of income differentials, giving the impression that any
distribution is just. The key objection raised against the suffi-
ciency argument would then apply equally here. A second
problem is that even if we did keep money more firmly in its
place, there would still be a chance of general inequality. Some
people might just turn out to excel in every sphere of social
existence, and might quite legitimately end up with the most
love, the best health, the highest qualifications and the most
money. Others might be good at nothing and end up with
nothing at all. Walzer is clearly not happy with such a scenario.
He notes that if a society characterized by complex equality
ended up favouring the same individuals every time, ‘this would
certainly make for an inegalitarian society’,* and this comment
has suggested to some critics that more old-fashioned ideals of
literal equality still linger in the background of his thought.3s

€ more correct reading, in my view, lies in Walzer's own
statement of his aims as a society free from domination, the
point being not to ensure an equal distribution of resources, but
to eliminate the experience of personal subordination. ‘This is
the lively hope named by the word equality: no more bowing and
scraping, fawning and toadying; no more fearful trembling; no
more high-and-mightiness; no more masters, no more slaves.’*
Such a hope would clearly be threatened by an accumulation of
Successes on one side and failures on another, but Walzer argues
jchat. where this happens, we should take it as evidence that dom-
ination still remains. His belief that money inequality need not
Sp‘ell general inequality is partly founded on what he describes as
a ‘democratic wager':¥ the belief that qualities and talents are
roughly distributed across the population; so that those who do
badly in one sphere of life will bei compensated by success in

still lend additional weight to the opinions 0

Does Economic Equality Matter? 67

another sphere. Can we really imagine that the que}liﬁes that
make people restless risk-takers, caring parents, precise pe?'fec—
tionists, skilful orators, wise friends will be found in a §mg1e
person? Is it not far more plausible to think that the diversity of
intelligences and talents is so distributed that everyone has some-
thing and no one comes near to having the lot? I agree Wth
Walzer on this. I also agree with the conclusion he draws f_rom it,
that when people end up failing in every sphere of life, we
should assume that their society is failing them rather than that
they are ‘natural’ failures. -

But when Walzer talks of a society in which inequalities no
longer matter because the inequalities are not general, I §td1
doubt his sociology. The third — most damning — difficulty is ]us'ic:
that money has such exorbitant power. Knowing What we do‘o
market society, it is hard to envisage a really co'nmstent cont:}tn-
ment of the powers of money: indeed Walzer },nr'nself notle)s diaft
‘short of separating children from their parents’, it would 3 -
ficult to prevent the rich from turning their money to thg. e 'UC:-
tional advantage of their children.3® Even if we abol_lshe p];wa e
health care and private education, money would still buy ett}tle;
health, a longer life, better education, for one can hardly say ha
people are entitled to their money but then prevent them uﬁlrig
it to buy better food, more holidays or more books. Ugie w AZ <
point about money is that it is so infinitely converti e.) "
even with a really rigorous policing of the bgundanes; m'otic}s:
would still carry authority, for one of the defining characteris "
of a market society is that it employs wealth as a measure
power. Lical

Money, as we know, is not supposed to buy.p'o lt{Célfl o
but one can hardly ignore the extraordinary political in uclatr;lc o
the media barons or the greater authori‘ty of the W;ii‘n er}i,can
deciding between policy alternatives. Writing in the_ pericen
context, Walzer has argued for constraints on campaign frrics
that would moderate the power of money in A.mencan podona:
But even if people were prepared to set a !n.mt to Pg‘lty e
tions — or more radically, to fund party activities frglfn efrtion-
Purse. — money would continue to exert its -Spmpfﬁ o
ate influence. It would still skew access to political offic

v 1d
favour the more privileged members of the S?étllize a:;lv(}ixowﬁ:"e

favours,
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proved themselves successes in the economic field. The British
Parliament does not attract the richest members of the society,
but there continues to be a significant over-representation of that
7 per cent of the population who are educated in private schools.
And regardless, it seems, of the political complexion of the party
in power, the big names in industry or commerce or finance still
carry disproportionate authority when it comes to advising on
which policies to pursue. In the framework of a market society,
money is both access and authority. This is one of the reasons
egalitarians worry so much about its distribution.

Does economic equality matter?

This, of course, is Walzer’s point (if money no longer provided
access or authority, perhaps we could stop worrying about its
distribution), and one of the strengths of his analysis is that it
helps focus on why the distribution of economic resources might
be regarded as such a pressing concern. My answer so far has fol-
lowed a reasonably well-worn path. [ criticize merit where there
is no deserving (you cannot be said to ‘deserve’ higher payment
for something that is a function of privilege or just the luck of
the draw), but say that where there is a genuine choice, people
should accept some of the consequences of their actions. (Only
some, for a humane society will always ensure that citizens are
provided with the minimum necessary for life.) Since individuals
do have some choices about and responsibility for their economic
actions, this means I do not defend strict equality of outcome. A
humane society would ensure that everyone has enough
Tesources to maintain a decent standard of life; beyond that
requirement, it could not regard inequalities that derive from the
exercise of individual chojce as illegitimate. The key point is
still. that individuals have nothing like complete choice over

actions, and this entails deep scepticism about existing
differentials in income or wealth.

- Inequalities that derive from: the privileging of particular
groups of people and/or particular types of work are unjust and
shouklbeehmm&ﬁed is is-a pretty large category. It includes
cases whaewphmhemg ‘penalized for the good or bad luck
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of being born female rather than male, black rathfar than whitg,
or with a serious physical disability. More contentlouslty but still
pretty plausibly, it includes cases where people are being pc?nal-
ized for the family circumstances they happened to be born into,
the chances that delivered them to parents who are poor rather
than rich, or to a neighbourhood that lacks decent schools. It also
includes what, in my view, is the large number of cases where
the social valuation accorded to capabilities and tale.nts l}a§ bgen
marked by historical distortion, reflecting the unf.a%r pr1v1legu.1g
of certain kinds of labour or the rent-seeking activities of certain
social groups. The first two imply a strong version of egu}:l
opportunities: serious and sustained initiatives (which might
then include affirmative action) against racial, sexual, and otl:xer
forms of discrimination; serious and sustained initiatives (thid:i
must surely mean more than the provision of publicly furtlhiid
schools) against the privileges of inherited wc?alth. The X
introduces something that has figured less prominently in rece}rll
discussions but will be familiar enough territory to anyone who
has considered the differential rewards associated with ‘men’s
and ‘women’s’ labour and the illegitimate privileging of or:ﬁ;ex
over another that so often goes with this. (It Yvill also be. fa a:
enough to anyone who has noticed and qu'erled recent mcge::(:f
in top executive pay.) Discussions of equahty,often procee s 1
the only choice is between equalizing people’s chances tohrr:i ve
into different slots, or else equalizing the rewards attac ?f °
each slot. There is an important third element, for ev_er; i o\r/tl’(
allow the legitimacy of differential rewards fo.r dxffererfltna IZ: o
the valuation currently attached to particular jobs is often highly
Questionable. .
A society that remedied these inequalities would be ;‘n mt?lli kle)(:
contrast to what most of us live in today, but mig :hst arise
described as remedying distortions: those inef]uallFlFSdi a'mina—
from the exercise of ‘illegitimate’ privilege or unfalg lficrallso o
tion. To push this an important step further, we's (f)u undis.
sceptical of income differentials when they arise rorfp ol
torted market relations. The conventional defenc; o 1;13 -
Prices is that people are paid according to laws of supply

du-

‘ dEmand If certain categories of work can only b'et}?%ne Zisgf :h ot
~ates, and there is an under-supply of people with degrees,

. ‘ofcourse’ graduates will be paid more

than the unskilled labour-
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ers who are chasing too few jobs. It is important to recognize this
argument for what it is: an evacuation from the terrain of justice
onto the terrain of what makes market sense. Unless we have
independent reasons for believing markets to be moral (I can’t
myself see what these reasons might be), then the fact that an
undistorted operation of the market would still generate differen-
tials between one kind of job and another tells us nothing about
what is fair. It only tells us what js ‘natural’ under market
conditions, what happens unless we choose to moderate it. What
the market delivers is not necessarily just: this is the crucial
underpinning for any redistributive politics.

The final point (derived from Rawls rather than Marx) is that
even if we could create an economy in which rewards ‘fairly’
reflected the inherent value of the work and individuals were
‘genuinely’ provided with an equal chance to try for the best
jobs, the differential rewards attached to differential talents
would still be unfair. The chance distribution of gifts and talents
does not justify economic inequality. From a moral point of
view, the natural contingencies of what we are born with are just
as arbitrary as the social circumstances of our family or
neighbourhood or nation.

I think Rawls is right on this, and that people should not be
penalized just because they are born without the abilities most
valued in their society. But what are the implications? Rawls
decided not to pursue them too far, believing that any society
that refused to reward the more talented would be condemning
flll its members to a reduced standard of living. What cannot be
justified by intrinsic merit may then be justified by efficiency: no
one with half a pretension to living in the real world could afford
to ignore this point. The argument raises, however, a question
about what it means to describe something as unfair. If we can

say it is unfair (in one sense) and yet legitimate (in another) for
those. born with certain kinds of ability to be paid more than the
rest, it seems that the critique of merit takes s less far than we
might have expected. It begins to look more like an enabling
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will also, I think, depend on the judgements they make about the
many things that make them unhappy.

Egalitarians do not (cannot) think that people have to be made
equal in every respect. Genetic differences alone would make
this unattainable, and once we add in the tragic chances of
human existence (some people die young while others go mad),
strict equality hardly seems a viable project. Indeed, the more we
focus on what makes one life better than another, the less likely
it is that we will come up with economic equality as the, de'ter-
mining factor. The most defining experiences of peoples? }wes
often have little to do with their social or economic condlugns.
A child who loses both parents in a car crash at the age of eight
faces a kind of tragedy that cannot be translated into money
terms. Even if there is no worsening of her economic circum-
stances, that child’s life is likely to be more disturbed, less secure,
less happy than it would otherwise have been. A woman v_vho is
raped may live the rest of her life in fear of stran.gers and dli‘trtl;-lst
of sexual relationships. In either case, we might talk of the
‘unfairness’ of life, but we would not normally use the languagg
of equality or inequality. Nor would we normally gmploy 1iuc .
language in describing some of the happier events in our vc?ts:S.
the good fortune through which we stumble into a job that sui
us; the great good fortune through which we meet thfh partntheé
we love. In comparisons between one life and another,
biggest differences often have little to do with §oc1al statt;ls or
income or wealth. Some people just turn out luckier than (;ftlj? S;
and while we can compensate in certain ways for some © A e
misfortunes, there is no strictly material compensation fc.)r emé ‘
born deaf, never falling in love, or losing one’s parents in a €2
crash.

We cannot legislate against all accidents of birth or allk o‘z:h
sions of good and bad luck, and to this extent are stucf e
Some inevitable level of inequality. It may seem ur319fa1r, to oindi-
a line of argument much loved by Robert Nozick,* that an <
vidual born with a Grecian profile should have a bettelr sex fe
than an individual born with a snub nose. But if the only way |
deal with this is to allocate sexual partners at random, w{?aiv:?:ﬁat
hardly be happy with the solution. It may also seem un

those with a gift for communication should be better placed to
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influence decisions than those who find it hard to articulate their
opinions. But if the only way to eliminate this is to end all polit-
ical discussion, we would regard the remedy as worse than the
disease. What, then, makes economic injustice so special? If
people must learn to live with certain kinds of inequality, why
get so agitated about those that happen to be economic in form?

Since we cannot legislate against all accidents of birth or all
occasions of good and bad luck, there is always going to be a
question mark over how much importance to attach to economic
equality, and this will apply even setting aside pragmatic argu-
ments about what is needed to keep a market society going and
growing. Reason may suggest to us that something is absurd,
illogical, indefensible. Reason should certainly alert us to the
gross inconsistency in founding a social order on principles of
merit and then rewarding people for qualities that come to them
through no merit of their own. There is no logic in a system of
rewards that talks of incentives but attaches most pay to the
most enjoyable jobs; or talks of meritocracy but pays out more to
people who happen to be born with a particular genetic configu-
ration. But there is no logic in so much of human existence, no
justification for the way some people are destroyed by tragedy
while others live long, fulfilled lives. The power of the argument
lies in the moment when it resonates with other convictions —
and it is the convictions about political equality that turn out
crucial here. People have learnt to live with many inequalities,
have come to regard some of them as unavoidable, others as
bearable, and generally tried to free themselves from the dis-
abling resentment that comes with endlessly comparing one
person’s condition to another’s. Nobody wants to live out a life
in a permanent state of grievance. (This is why the sufficiency
argument, which I find so cavalier in its attitude to unjust
inequalities, none the less has such strong appeal.) The key ques-
tion, for most people, is not just what is wrong (this is usually a
very large category) but which wrongs most cry out for remedy;
and it is entirely possible to regard the current distribution of
economic resources as arbitrary or unfair without considering it a
priority for change. It is when those economic inequalities con-
tradict cherished political equalities that the sense of wrong will
become more urgent, . -, . AT

I began this chapter with Thomas Nagel's comment that there
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might still be something wrong with large economic.inequahlt':les
even if they did not threaten political, legal or social equality.
This is an important observation. If we do‘ not allow for i}clo-
nomic equality to matter in itself, we treat it as somethm{gd at
has no independent justification but can only be smuggle km
through the back door as a means to some other end.. This makes
too little of economic inequalities, which can do terrible harm to
people even when they have no appreciable effect. on the ex;i-
cise of political rights. And yet in isolating economic from polit-
ical equality, I seem to do what most of this boglf is warn;ng
against: to compartmentalize economic from political equality
and consider each as an issue apart. This generates an argurﬁent
but not yet a reason for acting, for it is always pqss1b1e to \j\/‘h rug
one’s shoulders at yet another of life’s many unfalr.ness.es.' ; e'?
people make an exception for economic inequality, it 1sh rse,
because they have come to think it more amenable to ¢ artlﬁ
than some of life’s other misfortunes; and secondly, becat}xlse hle
gross inequalities in economic circumstances 'clas}’h':oo :Sth}é
with the supposed equalities of their political .l1fe. ese a e the
connections to which I now turn. The comFmtment tlcz po Sl IZSS
equality sets limits to economic inequality; -1t also 1.rn'a e?I‘l}lxough
willing to put up with otherwise bearable 1nequa11’c1es.tions ok
they may have been temporarily forgotten, these connect ons are
reasonably well rehearsed in respect of class. 1?0 tlhf:y ge prea e
or stronger in the move from class or occupational inequa
differences by gender, ethnicity or race?
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From Access to Recognition

focc()it(l)o$i1tch equality matters for political equality in two ways: one
- manaccess, iche other wi.th recognition. The first reminds
that the da‘}l, people have.restrlcted access to political channels:
political a ct11y s'.cruggle with poverty leaves them no time for
resources ( vity; or that.the unequal distribution of political
hope. of 'nﬁoney{ educagc_m, contacts, time) leaves them little
ineQualityli,lvhuen.cmg political decisions. There is self-evident
resentative o 1/;)lc'omes to the chances of being elected to rep-
compositi ass;_ In e, and one only has to look at the social
quite 2 arctn}r o ffgIS}auve chambers for confirmation of this. But
ivy canilso om its impact on elite formation, economic inequal-
o partic ai)rgvent 1cil‘c.lzens frc?m making equal use of their right
key elemgntehm politics. Ava_llability of disposable time is one
primary respo efg{l-and In societies that allocate to women the
’ predictabllzg nsi (; ity for.chlldren (that is, all societies), there is
Ciding it tlfen erkgap in levels of political participation coin-
Access to oli'fi peak period of child-bearing and child-rearing.
citizens des t dcx-ilns is another important element, for even if
those who eC;l_f(:) llentlca1 amounts of time to political activity,
through shar ede close contacts with the political elite (perhaps
get a greater tra)e{t;torles of education and employment) will
either of th B from their activity. More insidious than
) ese is the Pljofound difference in people’s sense of
sion of labour Onfee a?:}? g from their position in the social divi-
participato; d of the standard themes in the literature on
Pory democracy is that those working in routinized

 influence arise out of a multiplicity of causes,

: Inequalities. Some people like argument,
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manual employment have reduced opportunities for making
decisions or exercising choice, and that this can translate into a
lower sense of political efficacy.! Citizens in professional or man-
agerial positions then have a built-in advantage when it comes to
influencing political decisions.

All this is pretty obvious, and the commonsense perception is
confirmed by studies in political participation that show levels of
activism and influence to be shaped by economic resources.
‘More education tends to mean more participation’,? and while
wealth has a less marked effect than educational qualifications,
the wealthy turn out to be particularly forward when it comes to
contacting representatives and officials and pressing their own
point of view.> The hope of pluralist democracy was that this
empowerment of the already powerful would meet some
counter-force in the collective organization of the less privileged,
and when trade union membership was more extensive, there
was a certain balancing out of the influence, at least for men in
unionized jobs. But there has never been equality in political par-
ticipation. There has never been anything approaching equality
in political representation. And even if we could imagine a scen-
ario in which economic inequalities no longer affected an ind‘l-
vidual’s chances of acting effectively in politics, there would still
be those bastions of economic power that exert disproportionate
influence on the formation of public policy. _

The empirical evidence is overwhelming, and with the partial
exception of voting (though this too is often skewed in.favour of
the wealthy), no one seriously pretends that citizens enjoy equal-
ity of political influence. Many none the less choose to ignore the
discrepancy, and there are two standard justifications they draw
on in their defence of the status quo. The first is that the mea-
sures required to remedy it would be too intrusive: that states
would have to intervene against the freedoms of the market, and
that the greater equality in participation would then be pur-
chased only at the price of more coercion. This argument .d.og-
matically asserts the priority of property rights over p"hnc;l
ones, and is only persuasive if one takes this priority f'or g ar’lt.e al
The other common justification is that inequalities in politic

and that tackling

uld still leave significant

th@se rooted in economic conditions wo )
others prefer consensus;
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some find their greatest fulfilment through their work life or
family, others only feel themselves alive when they are engaged
on a public stage. Even among those who share what Hannah
Arendt called a taste for public freedom, there are qualities that
will affect the contribution to political life: the capacity to make
an inspiring speech, chair a meeting, remember all the details,
distinguish details from the underlying point. The distribution of
these qualities will be influenced by inequalities in education and
the different skills we learn through our working lives, but even
if we were to eliminate that class bias, there would still be differ-
ences of personality or ability that make some individuals more
persuasive than others. Wherever there is politics, there is going
to be inequality of political influence. Wherever there is
iscussion, some people are going to have a greater effect.

The only way to guarantee a strict equality of influence is to
end political discussion. Those who loathe politics might find this
an attractive prospect, but it is clearly incoherent to make polit-
ical equality depend on eliminating politics per se. This is a fair
enough point. But the idea that one does nothing because one
cannot do everything has never struck me as persuasive, and the
fact that some differences will persist is not an argument against
tackling those within our control. There is no genetic reason why
the taste or capacity for politics should be less developed in the
poor than the rich, in one sex rather than another, or more
prominent in members of whichever ethnic group happens to
make up the numerical majority. If it none the less emerges that
certain groups are statistically less likely to affect public
decisions, it has to be because of the social factors at play: dis-
crimination, of course, but more commonly and insidiously, the
allocation of certain groups of people to roles and occupations
that make it harder for them to assert their political skills or
political authority.

T"hat discrimination should be eliminated goes almost without
saying. Any society claiming the title of democracy should ensure
that people are not denjed positions of political influence
bt?cause of associations attached to their sex, class or race. This is
still a pretty limited project, however, aimed at overt exclusions
that have been (and still are) practised against the ‘wrong kind
of people. These initiatives matter, but they do not do much to
tackle ‘those more general inequalities. that. reflect what have
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become ‘real’ social differences. Everyone ought to be a}ble. to
contribute to the deliberations of a jury, but it is not just .dISCl'lm'
ination that stops those with fewer educational qualifications ora
limited political experience outside the household from swlzfy'mg1
the political meeting or being selected as candidates for pci ltica

office. Nor is it just discrimination that makes some people tlsss
active than others. Very often, it is the lesser confidence a;
people have in themselves (or in the political system) because o

their social position.

Such argﬁments recall an older socialist charge a.\bout demo;
cracy being incompatible with capitalism, a}nd given (i::urren
expectations about some form of capitalism being Wlt}} us for atnz
foreseeable future, might suggest that political equall'ty 1s jus "
utopian dream. More usefully (and more in tune with cu{lrteto
pronouncements by centre-left parties), suc_h argurr}e.nt.s l(;ugakjn
suggest the importance of substantive social mobility: bre ” i
the harsh logic that requires women but not men to spe o
major part of their adult lives in unpaid employmentl mment
household; allocates people with black skins to unemploy o
or routinized manual labour; or condemns Chlld'renhances
working-class families to occupations that reduce. 'd'lel{c Call oy
of exerting political power. We cannot hope to elimina 61: o
ferences in economic circumstances. We can, more P aulse fZ;
hope to abolish those permanent hierarchies that put peopual o
life into one kind of group. Philip Green (who is 1.1nusr e
addressing hierarchies in reproduction as well as those llria% e
tion) regards the division between mental and manua csble for

e villain of this piece, for it is this that mgk'es it lmpbo_l. ties and
certain kinds of workers to exercise their po.hth(:ll capa ;jexjstent
turns their political participation into an ep1sod.1C or ri(})lat have a
affair* (This analysis is less convincing in societies e | oty
strong tradition of trade union organizatlor.l or Pg 1 limited to
mobilization, where political involvement will not bz that hier-

0se in professional or white-collar jobs.) It may stions Wi
archy of some sort is inevitable, and that some occup eople’s

ways be more favourable than others in promoting P

: sible
- political confidence or political weight. It sh'o.uld S;‘ile t:aios
~ tomake social - and thereby political — mobility m

' epainif] res large in
lifetime’s access to education and trm;mgtﬁggetter social
.vision; shared parenting, combined withD
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support for those caring for young children, is the crucial addi-
tion that would get women included as well. It is clearly not
enough to give people a chance through their school years, for
the opportunity to move from one class location to another
should not be restricted to the first twenty years of life. Many
years ago, it was decided to abolish the eleven-plus examination
that sorted British children out at the age of eleven into those
who would succeed and those who would fail. (This sorting
process has now crept back in.) It is somewhat less punitive to
leave the division till the age of eighteen or twenty, but even this
is pretty destructive of development in later life. This is a point
frequently made in discussions of equal opportunity, where it is
widely argued that the chance to move between one occupation
and another should be treated not as a one-off but as a lifetime
affair. We can reach this conclusion from considerations of eco-
nomic justice alone, but the argument is powerfully reinforced
when we add the political implications as well. People are still
sorted out at an early age into building workers and secretaries
and barristers, and are typically left in these categories for most
of the remainder of their lives, This is not just something that
affects future incomes and conditions of work. It also has direct
consequences for the exercise of political equality.

A society that lays claims to principles of political equality is
obliged to take social mobility very seriously, for occupation
spells political as well as market access, and the jobs people do
affect their political weight. Note, however that this is less a
matter of the distribution of income than one of the distribution
of occupation, for when equalizing political participation and
access is at issue, the key questions seem to revolve around the
kind of work people do rather than the income they derive from
it.> It is the argument from recognition rather than access that
has the more direct implication for income distribution. The
other point to note about access arguments is that they threaten
to become rather patronizing, for they present political activism
as dictated by economic circumstances and suggest that people
never break out of their class or occupational mould. When eco-
nomic equality is presented as a condition for political equality,
this produces a neat case for more economic equality: you told us
we °°“1d be politically equal, but if that’s your objective, you'd
better give us economic equality as well. Taken to its logical con-

between ‘formal’ and ‘real’ equality,
Temoving official barriers to entry really
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clusion, however, the argument implies that the economlcally
disadvantaged cannot be politically effectual and must await
some saviour from on high (Rousseau’s law-giver, Rawls’s consti-
tutional convention) to establish the necessary condmolrils.
Arguments about access make an important link between po t;
ical and economic equality, but do not yet get to the heart o
questions about equal human worth.

Equal human worth

Political equality presumes that all individu:als are, 1nﬁsomi€t:
important respect, of equal worth. Without th}s presump on,h

is no more than the concession previous .ehtes mad'e t(.)t t{)l:
democratic aspirations of the masses, a bowing to thehxnev tz;l joi
without any real conviction that those masses had right on on
side. As a description of the way universal suffrage v;as “cr,lit:
‘bowing to the inevitable’ is close enough to the truth, gr'p the
ical rights were never conceded without a str.uggle; - bln of
moment of enfranchisement, the newly admitted mem earsi o
the political community were still widely.r‘egarded as tre;pliberal
on some other group’s domain. The political culture o

. . worth, and
democracies requires lip-service to notions of equal ,

. oy bilize under a banner
certainly makes it difficult for groups to mo ljus’cify their ‘right’

of disenfranchising those deemed too lowly to dversaries of
to a vote. (Charles Taylor notes that ‘even the a Z:tes o
extending voting rights to blacks in the Southemn ‘?t o be
some pretext consistent with universalism, such as ~etr tion ’)6
administered to would-be voters at the time of 1Eglslaroo';ed
But a gentle scratching of the surface often revealstheepg’thers: .
assumptions about some people counting mofﬁki o olitics of

isdain for the poor as activated by an unthi ngssgﬂ whose
€nvy, or exaggerated respect for the rich and successtu,

. omehow
achievements in the sphere of moneY'cth_‘ akl:fg pigiicsaffaif S.
bought to give them a superior understan ngIn o digectly to an

* At this point we can link political equality itions that
) tions th
- ®qualization of incomes, addressing the economic condf

’ ; . , standard contrast
undermine or sustain equality of resPeC:iénl:?; issue is whether

does give citizens €d
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access to political channels, or whether the lack of political
resources still makes it impossible for people to make equal use
of their supposedly equal rights. In the further emphasis on what
is necessary to sustain notions of equal worth, access is comple-
mented by recognition. It is not just that the routinized nature of
so many people’s working lives deprives them of the opportunity
to exercise their decision-making capabilities, or that the daily
confrontations with poverty leave them no time for political life.
The deeper problem is that the disparity between rich and poor
blocks the recognition of equal worth. Whether each has equal
access to political influence - an equal chance of exerting polit-
ical weight - then appears as just the tip of the iceberg. What
really threatens the Titanic of iiberal democracy is the profound
lack of social recognition.

The first part of this relates to the way a society meets people’s
basic welfare needs, and the political difference between safety
nets and universal entitlement. Any humane society would seek
to ensure that nobody starved to death, but it might choose to do
this under a rubric of charity; it might even promote the idea
that the poor have been sent by heaven to test out the compas-
sion and humanity of the rich. In the development of a demo-
cratic political culture, notions of charity and compassion should
give way to a more egalitarian insistence on rights. It should not
be a matter of the compassionate rich being incapable of living
with the suffering of others, but of these others sharing with
their fellow citizens the same set of entitlements and rights. In a
recent recuperation of Marshall’s analysis of the connection
between civil, political and social rights, Desmond King and
Jeremy Waldron stress that the ‘concept of a citizen is that of a
person who can hold her or his head high and participate fully
and with dignity in the life of her or his society’.” This implies a
linkage between citizenship and welfare rights; in their view, it
also suggests that welfare should be regarded as a universal en-
titlement rather than a safety net to relieve the worst of the
poverty. Humanity alone requires a society to provide its
members with a sufficiency of resources. ‘Democracy suggests
something more. A society premised on citizen equality is poorly
served by welfare policies that target the poor as objects of com-
passion and treat them as a category apart, and this generates a
specifically political case for. universal entitlement and provision.

 ‘extend our sense of “we” to people we have h
- ofas “they” * 9 David Miller’s point about wh
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The second element relates to the overal'l disFribu'uon of
income, and the incompatibility of status equality Wltlh extr;iemi;z
of poverty and wealth. David Miller argues that socia eq}ri tyles
more important to people than economic eq.uah_ty. w at ?hat
people most about inequalities in income dlstr'lbutlon is rtlltla N
the rich have finer cars or more wonderful holidays, but that t aﬁ
inequalities can ‘crystallize into judgements of <_)V€ra.11. ;:Ersona
worth’ 8 He sees segregation as the real problem in t.hlS. (i‘ \:\iflg
that large income differentials can enable people to live su(l: like
ferent styles of life and associate socially only ‘_’Vlth pf‘(’p_:il the
themselves. What possible community can the rich feeb;m them
poorer members of their society when their wealth enables -
to live in near total isolation, when the streets they 1<liVe ?cr;dain
untainted by public housing, when their chddren argl e uc%;d ity
separate schools, and when they never experience the pro ublic
of fellow citizens in public hospitals, parks, travelling (:nmike it
transport? Differences in income and life-style may no to view
impossible to regard others as equals, but the capacflty tact. If
them in this way is seriously compromised by lack of co ces of
this lack of contact turns out to be one of the conse qllJlen for
extreme income differentials, there is a strong g;)lhncarocéissees .
reducing inequalities of income and wealth. Miller Pd IP;ottom
maximum differential of eight to one between top an
incomes. T

The substantive thesis in this is that sggreganol? Cil;c;’?}r;%e;
the capacity to view others as equals. It might be ?;hjaet resurrects
s proximity to those different from f)urselves ial inferiority,
long-buried ideas about social superiority and socia S hen
and that it is easier to conceive of others. as yOUfBiiluwhat this
You are not exposed to the details of their h‘;“esigstract ideas of
Teveals, if anything, is the limited purc.hase' © la in the face of
human equality, for if these can so easily dissolve ¢ protection.
recalcitrant experience, they are not suc.:h a greao::erful than

Richard Rorty has argued that literature is more fnity and that

philosophy in promoting a sense of common humanity,

) . i tive identification do far more to
the skills it develops of imaginative 1dentlﬁcat;a‘:'eviousl}' thought

at gets lost when

- or
ith one another in schools

le no longer rub shoulders w a material counterpart

tals or shopping precincts provides




82 From Access to Recognition

to this, and better expresses the processes through which we
come to recognize one another’s humanity than any abstract
assertion about the essential equality of all human beings.
Claiming that we are all equal in the sight of God, or that we all
share in a universal human nature, have been powerful weapons
in the struggle to establish a more egalitarian society, but it is
only when these ideas have entered more deeply into the way we
view one another that they have had their full effect. Increased
contact with others remains one of the main solvents of stereo-
typical misrepresentations. Failing that contact, our ideas of basic
human equality can wear dangerously thin.

As a system for organizing elections and governments, demo-
cracy seems able to survive almost any gap in income and wealth,
but as a deeper claim about equal human worth, it is contra-
dicted by large economic inequalities. Because it rests on and
reinforces deep notions of human equality, democracy also brings
the injustices of the economic system into sharper relief, shifting
these from the category of irritants that can still be tolerated to
an affront on human dignity and worth. (I depart here from
David Miller, who gives more credence than I do to arguments
from merit and therefore has a smaller category of unjustified
economic inequalities.) Democracy only makes sense if people
are, in some significant sense, equals; the experience of living in
even the ‘thinnest’ of democracies encourages people to regard
that equality as a more substantive affair. In this sense, conservat-
ive fears about the democratic way of life are entirely justified:
democracies do subvert the hierarchical family, undermine the
‘matural’ authority of religious leaders, politicians and teachers,
and make it hard for anyone to exact unquestioning obedience or
submission. Democracies also make people less willing to accept
the privileges of birth and inheritance and more sensitive to
unfairness in the economic sphere. 1 have suggested that one
could generate an impeccable argument about the unfairness of a
particular distribution of economic rewards but still have trouble
making it stick: that it might be possible, for example, to estab-
lish that it is unfair for some to have more than others just
because of their luck in the natural lottery, and yet because some
pf:ople are luckier than others in all kinds of unanticipated ways,
still leave a question mark over how much this unfairness
matters. Linked to the promise of democracy, those arguments
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about economic justice become more compelling. ij a society has
committed itself to the principle of equal intrinsic worth, agd
this principle is undercut by a certain distrib}mon of economic
rewards, something has to give. Political equality then becomes a
reason for economic equalization, rather than a §epa1tate cm_xcerna.l
All three points — that political equality unphes. univers
welfare entitlements rather than means-tested tar.getmg.of the
poor; that it is incompatible with gross discrepancies of income
and wealth; and that it brings the injustices of the economic
system into sharper relief — depend on questions of recog;utti?n-
These arguments are, in my view, even more Powerfu han
those that rely on access, for while differences in OCCUPaUOI?:
education or income clearly affect access to Poh’ucs, the really
strong case for redistribution depends on what it means to reﬁoi;
nize others as equals. The problem for democracy is no]t3 lljulsltth(; v
to equalize people’s political resources but how to esta Sal' o
equal human worth; the problem with economic mqu lttyhat
not just that it constrains the exercise of politif:gl rights but
it shapes (and damages) perceptions of fellow citizens. o
This argument fits within a general movement from accTi s
recognition that has been characteristic of much recen:zh po o
thought, but it does so in a way that reinforces rather o
weakens connections between political and economic iqltlweZi
So far, however, I have looked only at the relationship ect hat
income and social status, and considered the la‘ck of respe o
¢an arise between groups defined by economic lé)catlocr(l). Ve
happens to the argument when we turn to cla1rn§ or redi t%:)lns .
that are less self-evidently rooted in economic con e oo
claims for equality of respect, for example, bett\}/;r.eeno iit the
defined by their ethnicity, religion or language? At this p dec’isi ve
Movement from access to recognition suggests a moffets to the
eak with economic concerns. As the emphasis S}? isrecog-
dangers of one-sided assimilation and the problems o ::lllase come
hition, links between the political and the economic €2

; mcularly tenuous.
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Misrecognition and cultural domination

One example that often surfaces in discussions of this is Islam.
Many countries in the Western world now contain significant
Muslim minorities, but even where these enjoy full rights of cit-
izenship, there is considerable disquiet about whether the cit-
izenship is as equal as it pretends. Not, in most of the literature,
because Muslim minorities may suffer from economic disadvant-
ages that render their political equality an empty phrase. The
worry, rather, is that the liberal settlement is proving less even-
handed than it imagined itself to be. Thus, countries that have
adopted a strong principle of secularism may regard this as an
egalitarian solution to the differences between religious groups:
the state will not favour one religion over another, and will
demonstrate this by establishing a strong separation between
church and state. But as interpreted in the French tradition of
secularism, this turned out to mean that Muslim schoolgirls were
to be prohibited from wearing headscarves to school. This prohi-
bition generated intense discussion about whether secularism was
as even-handed as it claimed to be. At the simplest level, why
should Christian schoolgirls be allowed to wear a symbol of their
religion (crucifixes around their necks) and a similar dispensation
be denied to Muslim schoolgirls? At a deeper level, why should
anyone be required to suspend her religious identity in order to
function as an equal citizen? Why should equality be premised
on assimilation, or require people to relegate their religion to a
private sphere?

French citizens of Algerian origin experience the usual
disadvantages in employment and housing visited on migrants
from poorer countries, but the questions raised have related to
their status as citizens rather than their economic conditions. In
the case of the Québécois (another widely discussed example),
the link with economics is considerably more tenuous. When
Charles Taylor writes of the harm done to the French-speaking
Québécois by the failure to respect or recognize their collective
concerns, he focuses on the threat posed to their cultural and lin-
guistic identity by an encroaching pan-Canadian norm. The harm
can be linked historically to patterns of economic disadvantage
tha? kept the  province of Quebec a: rural backwater within a
rapidly indusmahzmg Canada, and enabled. ‘English-speaking

From Access to Recognition 85

Canadians to establish a temporary hegemony over industrial and
commercial life. But those economic inequalities have ’loqg .been
erased, and the strong assertion of a distinctivgly Québécois 1d<ia:9-
tity occurred just at the moment of economic convergence. I 1}
is none the less plausible to talk of a lack of respect or faxlt;ire? (;1
recognition ~ a failure, that is, in the deeper meaning of po tlFth
equality — these no longer correlate in any obvious way wi
inequalities in economic conditions. o o
Recent results from a survey of ethnic minorities in Br1ta11n
suggest a similar decoupling of material disadvantage frm.rn cul-
tural (in this case, racial) inequality for at least some rpmonty
groups.® On a range of economic indicators relating to mcoali‘(m,
qualifications, housing, and employment, it no longer m .hes
much sense to describe African Asians (those whose fami TS
were expelled from Kenya and Uganda in the late 1960ds or ear. ;,
1970s) or the Chinese as economically disadvantage g(riOUP:
and while Pakistanis and Bangladeshis are still ser1ot}SIY and C(;‘e
sistently disadvantaged, those of Caribbean and Indl'an Ofﬁgme ¥
edging closer towards parity with the white ROPUI‘ft‘on'h Onhite
these groups, however, comes close to equity ‘f"lth the svznta-
majority in terms of political influence or political re(li)ritacks
tion, and all continue to be exposed to racial abuse and 2 o
In their reflections on this, many members of minority grit I:,f
have come to regard economic disadvantage as 01'11}’_ orilletli)jrﬂsm
the picture; equally oppressive is the arrogant ”tsiim aban don
that welcomes strangers into the fold only when they attached
their markers of difference. Hence the importance nmg :nin ority
to securing political representation for members o { respect
groups. Hence, also, the importance of s.ecurmgdeci!lu eoriza-
and recognition for minority cultural practices, and t flifferences
tion of a multicultural citizenship that accomqu?tes e on
tween citizens rather than expecting minorities t0 2
&ir own practices and norms. ) : n
Racism It)mdoubtedly feeds on economic inequality, ajltzlr::d
those forced to live in over-crowded -and poorly lrlnaiene o
Sums are said to have lower standards of personal ; Zfe o
When those exposed to higher rates of unemgé?ym"fe o materi
‘more irresponsible than the rest. A stark dif e ot really like
ditions engenders disrespect (these PeoPle arIe annot predict
fear (I do not understand these people, I cannot.
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what they are likely to do). But neither the disrespect nor the
fear will necessarily dissolve when there is greater convergence in
economic conditions. They may, more probably, dissolve if there
is a convergence in culture as well as in income, but in such cases
the equality of respect is being gained at the price of difference: I
no longer despise you because you have become like me in every
conceivable way. It is hard to sustain any sense of superiority
over people who have had the same education, talk the same lan-
guage, enjoy the same music, bring up their children in exactly
the same way. When the only remaining difference is in the
colour of our skin, there is no reference point for racial claims.
But the recognition that is achieved through convergence falls a
long way short of what is implied in equal respect, and this is
particularly so when the convergence is only one-way. If I can
respect only those who are like me, the only person I respect is
myself.

The first point suggested by these examples is that there are
patterns of domination, denial, or exclusion that are independent
of economic disadvantage: forms of oppression that significantly
unde_rmine the promise of political equality but have little or
nothing to do with economic conditions. For those reared in a
more materialist framework, the first hurdle to overcome is
ackr}owledging that there are harms we do to one another that
are independent in this way: nastinesses that have no economic
rgtlonality; hatreds that have no reference point in material con-
ﬂlcts.of interest; dislikes that arise out of thin air. In a world
teeming with ethnic and religious conflict, it might seem odd
that anyone would find this difficult. But the world is also
Freated out of countless interconnections, and it can be hard to
isolate any one element from the others. I would hazard a guess
t}.xat any group that becomes a focus of resentment or object of

sparagement will turn out to differ on some scale of economic
comparison: to be more heavily concentrated, perhaps, in certain
occupations than others, or more likely to live in a part’icular part
9f town. The differences may have receded into history, but even
in cases where one can talk of a decoupling of material from cul-
ft‘:::l dlsaéc)lvantagg, there will still be a history of economic dif-
i nf:e: a:x;ﬁetixﬁgeflno:; fYcllay have been forced on people by a

ST at closed down alternatives, as when ethnic
minority groups have higher than average home ownership (after

?“;‘thbse who experience primarily econ
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their humiliating experiences in trying to find properties to rent),
or higher than average levels of self-employment (after being
refused access to the normal range of jobs). In these cases, one
might want to argue that the economic differences are not so
much cause as effect. They are still there as part of what gener-
ates a sense of group difference, and can still be a crucial element
in destroying relationships of equal respect.

In her analysis of the dynamic between struggles for redistriblf-
tion and struggles for recognition, Nancy Fraser agrees that it is
virtually impossible to separate out pure instances of economic
domination from pure instances of cultural domination, for in
practice these are always closely enmeshed. She none the less
insists on an analytical distinction. There are some injustices .that
are rooted in the political-economic structure of society:
exploitation, economic marginalization, and the starker depriva-
tion that deprives people of an adequate standard of living. The
remedy for these lies in what Fraser terms redistribution - 2
redistribution of income, reorganization of the division of lz}bour,
democratization of investment decisions, and transformation of
basic economic structures. Cultural injustices, by contrast, are

rooted in the cultural or symbolic order: the domination that

subjects members of one cultural group to patterns of interpreta-
ith an alien and/or

tion and communication that are associated w
hostile culture; the misrecognition of one’s own culturz?l under-
standings so often associated with this; the routine mahgnrnent%
diSparagemen'c, disrespect that is dealt out to peolfﬂ? be.cause o
tlleir sexuality, gender or race. Though the latter injustices ver;i(?
often coexist with the former (most notably, in the case 1;)
women and racial minorities), she argues that they have to be
Tecognized as having a distinct dynamic of their own. MOjt
Importantly, they have to be seen as demanding diffefent remed-
165! not just the redistribution that tackles the spec1ﬁca11y1 eco-
fomic injustices but the recognition that accords people an
equality of respect. ‘ chat runs
‘The illustrations Fraser provides suggest a continuum that ru

e , ination
om those groups who experience primarily cultural domina
' bo o P > omic domination, an

d by a combination ©

extreme, women an
the other

s a number of groups characterize
two: lesbians and gay men at one %
nthe middle, the working class and poor @
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extreme. This categorization lays Fraser open to criticism for
failing to acknowledge the economic disadvantages associated
with homosexuality (discrimination in taxation, for example, or
pension rights)!' as well as the cultural domination associated
with class (the disparagement of working-class life-styles, or the
relationship between status and accent). But these can be seen as
minor qualifications, for her key point is that it does not help to
see everything as interconnected, or use this to absolve one from
determining what is more ‘cultural’ from what is more
‘economic’.

There is a powerful strand in contemporary theory that refuses
to make these distinctions, that prefers to define political
economy as cultural, culture as economic, or employs a quasi-
Marxist analysis of the mode of production to establish that
gender and sexuality are crucial to the production and reproduc-
tion of material life.”? The first falls into what Fraser describes as
an argument by definition, while the second is overtly functional-
ist,” and neither makes it easy to address patterns of cultural
domination that might be in tension with or autonomous of the
structures of economic life. Fraser is not proposing a total separa-
tion: she talks of ‘even the most material economic institutions’
as having ‘a constitutive, irreducible cultural dimension’, and
‘even the most discursive cultural practices’ as having ‘a constit-
utive, irreducible political-economic dimension’.* But if we do
not allow for at least some analytic distinction, we fail to grasp
the conflicts, tensions and dilemmas that can arise between the
two. If we treat them as part of a monolithic system (or even
worse, describe the one as causing the other), we may also fail to
recognize that each has an equal claim.

On this reading of the relationship between the cultural and
the economic, the fact that patterns of cultural domination may

ave come into existence in association with patterns of eco-
nomic domination is not decisive. There may or may not have
been a historical connection, but even if there were, we cannot
assume that the one is subsumed in the other. Fraser’s analysis
derives from what she describes as ‘a quasi-Weberian dualism of
Status.and class’,’s and. an insistence on the distinctively status
injuries that arise out of being denied the status of full partner in
Social interaction or being prevented from participating as 2 ful
equal i social life. If I understand. her argument correctly, the

, rtﬁcdgmﬁon claims exaggerate the role of the political or
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status injuries associated with heterosexism, racism or se)usn}
may well have emerged in association with particular patterns o
economic domination. There is still an injury here tha}t is distinct
from the economic injury and is open to remedy outside the eco-
nomic sphere. This makes things simultaneously more open and
dosed: ‘The good news is that we do not need to overthrow
capitalism in order to remedy these disabilities . . . the bad news
is that we need to transform the e)lfé'sting status order and
restructure the relations of recognition.’ .
Transforming a status order is clearly a different kmd.olf( tafsk
from transforming an economic hierarchy, and one can thin of a
number of initiatives that might fall into this category. Rewrit-
ing the curriculum pursued in schools or universities has bein
Seen as one important focus, for while rewriting history texts (;
highlight the role of women or the contribution of migran
communities or the treatment of indigenous peoples does little to
change their respective economic conditions, it can challengt? pl’te(;
vious misrepresentations and significantly enhance the capacity as
view others as equals. The official redefinition of a country 2
multi-ethnic and multicultural does not guarantee ?(_:onon}:lflc
equality between ethnic groups, but it begins to detach c_ltlzens p
1 unstated association with the dominant eth'mcthgmxf);
Opening up space for the recognition of others. Changmg, € ool
key events in a nation’s history are celebrated (Columbus’s arrlthe
in America, for example) modifies, in however small 1a waz'r,l o
existing status order. Extending to lesbian or gay cou}; elsi S;: os an
the rights enjoyed by heterosexual couples not only challe gub fic
inequitable distribution of privileges but accords new D
Tecognition to homosexuals. . :
I'have already discussed some of the objections ralseseagra;fl‘f;
aims to group recognition: that they may Pf“_"lg'ig? d?;al rights.
over another, or privilege group concerns OVer in v1Ciated B
1€ question I address now is whether initiatives asso cultural,

tereby contributing to a lack of concern with mefflualclit;re; ;2
onomic life. The marked shift from a discourse O raed as a
- multiculturalism, for example, can be ?eglr; with the
 acknowledgment that racism has as m“chf""wi,hm '

%0 recognize the legitimacy of difference 2s But the turn
about employment or housing or poverty. B ;
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towards questions of recognition can also look like displacement.
It may encourage us to think that contestations about the
content of the educational curriculum substitute for campaigns
to equalize access to decent schools. It has certainly encouraged
political theorists to focus on groups who experience cultural
(rather than economic) injury as the paradigmatic examples of
oppression and inequality: to focus on ethnicity rather than race,
and within the definition of an ethnic group, to focus on culture
and religion rather than location in power relations.

The shift towards questions of recognition may then move the
conditions for democratic equality out of the economic and into
an exclusively political or cultural sphere. The earlier focus on
class divisions directed attention to the distribution of incomes
and occupations and the way structural inequalities in power
thwart the promise of political equality. The subsequent focus
on inequalities associated with gender, ethnicity, religion, lan-
guage or race has generated strategies more specifically directed
at political or legal arrangements, and this can give the impres-
sion that equality of citizenship is to be achieved exclusively
through changes in these. I have argued that we should indeed
dispense with a cruder ‘base-superstructure’ metaphor that
treats the political as a mere reflection of the economic, and have
welcomed the turn towards politics as opening up questions
closed down in earlier debates. | none the less believe that many
of the questions relating to recognition can be fully addressed
only in association with changes in economic relations: that they
arise most forcibly where groups have experienced structural
inequalities in economic conditions; and that they cannot be
finally resolved outside changes in these conditions. On this

point, I differ from those who treat recognition struggles as
logically distinct.

Assimilation and convergence

One way of approaching this is to ask whether inequalities can
!Je remedied through convergence, and if so, whether that
fncludes convergence in economic conditions. Economic inequal-
ity is almost by definition dealt with in this- way, for if the
problem lies in the -exaggerated discrepancy between rich and
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poor, the answer is to reduce the range. Inteclua.1 ltiﬁs bet‘{)vfer:ll
cultural groups do not fit this paradigm so peatly: if the pro : .
lies in a lack of respect for what is distinctlye and d1ﬂfer.€nt;.1n;
hardly going to be solved by destroymg all iS'}ClmCﬁSOt >
Converting everyone to Christianity is self-evidently dis ontc)el iy
away of achieving religious equality, but there are also le‘O :nts
with convergence on a religious Esperanto that takes. elem
from each of the world’s religions and welds them into som:
homogeneous whole. The second fantasy is more e.g?htarlabn t(if
could be said to be equally disrespectful to every rehglf?n), l; it
the equality is to be achievedfor}llly by abolishing all difference,

is an equality hardly worthy of the name. _

The(rle ?:ti(lox:revgr, a diﬂgerence between assimilation an;ll Con;
vergence, and the criticisms that hold of thc? first do no; Vl\’oag
apply to the second. Assimilationist strategies have ha a:itha%
history within feminism, where it has often been -Sugge'Stlevalua-
women can regain their self-respect and raise their s;) - k. and
tion by participation in the previously male w.orld‘ ° VZ}? revi-
that they will make themselves equals by breaking into I tie sp The
ously ‘male’ spheres of education, employment anddISDO : Zlirnin-
difficulty with this is that the equality then depends on have
ating what has made women different from men. .Many alues
regarded this as an unhealthy capitulation to domma}?tt;’ in
and norms. The counter-position (also with a long lsi tzy the
felninism) asks why women should be required to snlnu \a/lv'h .
activities of men in order to be recognized it e(}uévsl; is }”che
assimilation the necessary condition for equality? y
Convergence always one-way? ) ; t

e strong verZion of th)i,S (particularly assoclated wlt};nW:l:

3 come to be called cultural feminism) suggests that ;n indeed
Women can be equal though different, that there alailr o
intrinsic differences between the sexes, and 'fhat eql; tZle quali-
in Convergence but in a revaluation of tradlnonaﬂ}f gmf conver-

i€5 or roles. The weaker version accepts some kin 'tois always
8ence as a condition for equality, but asks why i the other
Women who have to emulate male qualities and nevefbe little to
Wy round, In the medium term, at least, there maytion of the
- o guish these positions. Both call for 2 rgvalﬁ women: 3
ties-or qualities conventionally associate “?or others is as

ion, for example, that the work of caring
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vital as the production of commodities for sale, or that the sup-
posedly inferior capacity for empathy is as crucial to human well-
being as the capacity for applying impersonal rules. The weaker
version believes that the revaluation will remain partial and
superficial until men and women become more genuinely inter-
changeable in their social and parenting roles. It is weaker, not in
the sense of being less demanding about the scale of the required
transformation, but in accepting convergence in material con-
ditions as a necessary grounding for equality of respect. The
strong version may seem to ask less, for it anticipates continuing
differences between men and women in the relationships they
develop with their children or the kinds of job they typically do.
It does, however, represent a more challenging critique of the
convergence model. To that extent, it is closer to some of the
arguments that have been developed about the recognition of
cultural minorities or the respect that should be accorded to
different ethnic or religious groups.

As far as sexual inequalities are concerned, what I have called
the weaker version is the more persuasive. This is so for two
reasons: the ambiguity that necessarily surrounds notions of
‘women’s culture’; and the difficulty of establishing a full equal-
ity of respect between the sexes if they continue to be markedly
different in their activities and roles, The idea that women
require recognition for their distinct and different culture grossly
overstates the homogeneity of ‘women’s culture’. It also pre-
sumes that the characteristics that have come to be associated
with women’s way of thinking or women'’s way of being are ones
we will want to sustain and protect, in much the same way as
one might want to sustain and protect minority cultures from

forced assimilation into majority values. As far as women’s

culture is concerned, this strikes me as a dubious presumption. I
readily acknowledge that there are differences between women
and men. Given the markedly different treatment of boys and
girls as they grow up, not to mention the markedly different roles
then allocated to them in carework, relationships and employ-
ment, it would be distinctly odd if both sexes turned out the
same. For this to be the outcome, people would have to be
extraordinarily .immune to. the. social - influences acting upon
them: inhuman, - almost, in. their detachment from social
conditioris: But .J: cannot see that differences that derive from
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historical inequalities or relationships of power a.nd subordina-
tion-can be treated as objects of veneration, differences one
would seek to sustain.
Femmm1ty and masculinity alike are tainted l?y the procc;.(s;f;
thit create them, and neither, in my view, is entitled to the' :
of respect that might more legitimately be acco?d.ed to trad1hops
thit have developed over centuries inside aboriginal cornmt:}rln'f-
igs; or traditions that migrant groups bring with them fror‘n ;zlr
coumtries of origin. ‘Women’s culture’ has been formgd in rela-
tions of dependency and subordination, and that is positive
within it — the caring, the empathy, the capacity to puncture
male-pomposity and pretensions — is almost inextrlcal'oly 1nte(i'-
twined with aspects that are less attractive. (One of Simone de
Beauvoir's complaints about women was that they were particu-
ly prone to ‘bad faith’: living in conditions of relative pOVFer-
ssness, they were always inclined to blame other people }c:r atti
the things that went wrong in their lives.) I ha.we enough sym
Pathy with feminist standpoint theory to think that megis
culture’ is even more thoroughly deformed, and that "che tradi-
tons of solidarity developed among women give .womenﬁ
clture’ the edge in any comparative critique. But since €ac
culture is defined in relation to the other, it is hard to enV;sage
3 successful challenge to masculinity that does not transiorm
its feminine counterpart. Neither master nor slave generatﬁs 23
modeél culture; challenging the one inevitably involves challen
gng the other. »
- This part of my argument overlaps closely with the Poﬁiflzf;
deOP@d by Nancy Fraser. Fraser argues that women chtive
“ter served by recognition strategies that are decorzlstrunder
father than affirmative, that destabilize, that is, fixed ge o
Centities, break down conventional distinctions between E "
ad female, and allow for the free elaboration of many fn the
_erence. This is far more promising, she suggests, t alllture
' affirmation of women’s distinct and valuable Cutivel},'
insistently calls attention to, if it does not per_f;)fl‘m?:l o 17
®yWomen’s putative cultural specificity or di erend de': d
sees the affirmative strategy as particularly misgul mis-
e backlash it so often generates; I see it asds o
. of the exaggerated respect it accor

‘we. agree on the general point My secom
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argument is more at odds with Fraser’s analytic distinction
between economic and cultural injustice, for I also want to say
that cultural vilification cannot be remedied through cultural
intervention alone.

This second point is more a matter of guesswork about the
conditions that can sustain genuine equality of respect. One of
the points anthropologists have established is that there is an
extraordinary diversity between cultures when it comes to what
is viewed as ‘women’s work’ and what is viewed as ‘men’s’. The
one depressing similarity is that the first is always regarded as less
valuable than the second. Whatever the distinction, it becomes
loaded with hierarchical assumptions: what women do is less
worthy of respect than whatever it is that is done by the men. At
an individual level, it is undoubtedly possible to respect those
who are different: to admire qualities in others that are singularly
lacking in yourself: or respect the choices others have made even
when they are very different from your own. But what evidence
we have suggests that more blanket distinctions between the
sexes will always encourage notions of superiority and inferiority.
I find it hard to believe that we can sustain equality of respect
without greater convergence in our lives.

David Miller argues that it is hard to maintain the conviction
of equal worth when excesses of poverty and wealth impose such
great differences on people’s lives. In similar vein, | would say it
is hard to maintain the conviction of equal worth for both sexes
when women and men are segregated into different occupations,
and expected to act such different parts in their social and
domestic lives. Sexual equality, in my view, does depend on con-
vergence. It depends on men and women being equally distrib-
uted across all the activities and roles in society (including the
labour and pleasure of caring for others) so that the difference of
sex, as Mary Wollstonecraft once put it, is confounded, and we
can differ as individuals rather than as representatives of a sex.
Assimilation is certainly no answer, but that is because assimila-
tion is by definition one-way. Convergence, understood as a
transformation in the conditions of life for both women and
men, is not objectionable, e

en it comes to sexual equality, claims to recognition are
mexuicabig‘v from claims to equalityt'yof condition. 'I'hﬁ.:nms not to
that ever ‘coherent initiative must revolve around the sexual
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division of labour, or that no distinction.ca.n be mac}e bttew‘(::
the political, cultural or economic. Initiatives ri:lfaungt ferrain
men’s political representation intervene on a di .ergn. and
from those that deal with the portrayal of women in fiction, the
this is different again from the treatment of rape v’1ct1ms Slsnto :
law courts or the provision of childcare or women(s1 acceﬁlrther
full range of jobs. That success in one may del?ei donocracies
changes in another is no reason to hold back:.I thin eme ity
should adopt mechanisms of affirmative action to ensur cepwith
of representation between the sexes, and have no patien forma-
the idea that this must wait on more fundamental rans 01 ims
tions in social and economic life. But the reCOgnltlonﬁf);;nc:f
pressed by women still remain securely attached to quesonly be
economic equality, for the full equality of respect can "
guaranteed when there is convergence in economic an
conditions. o

The relationship between the sexes is pecuhal.' in on::eh ZGZIZEEE
for each sex is defined precisely through its relanqn t<3c € O her
Other groups are also defined through their relation i’t do o;
3 when one group is given the jobs that another wo o e
when the characteristics ascribed to one cu'lture turn Otlll1er ot

e mirror image of the characteristics ascribed to anoso exclu-

there is no other example where the two groups ar:h . hlack
Sively intertwined. One might, at a stretgh, say tha Tion
culture’ is defined through its relation to ‘white cul;crure ) ople's
would ignore the historical influences that come fﬁoirari gr infor-
Countries of origin, and underplay the impact of 01 zaditions. It
mal segregation in generating independent Culturjlt re of abori-
Wwould certainly be implausible to say that the ¢ }111 to subse-
ginal peoples is formed only through the relajaons g)hﬁstianity;
Guent settlers, or Islam through its relationSI:IIP to * if there
ad while national identities would lose their meaning never a
Were no other nationalities for comparison, .therel tlisonship to
Single binary that defines country X through its rela

Country Y, : ed
g;\“:R“giyyaHY defined differences come closest tfhs?xu?ll}l’zi;{g:lfzny
*rences, for the categorizing of Pe°ple. by g ? domination
skin colour only makes sense in re:latxonshlplsdi’i race’ have
subordination. In what other context €O human species?
d as 2 significant way of dividing up the
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(This is the point signalled by contemporary writers who will
only use the term inside inverted commas. They are not denying
the very acute sense people have of themselves as black or white
or brown, and certainly not denying the phenomenon of racism,
but they refuse to give credence to the pseudo-scientific tax-
onomy that defines people according to something called their
‘race’.) We might conclude that racial identities are as tainted by
the processes that created them as are femininity and masculin-
ity, and equally good candidates for deconstruction. The diffi-
culty with this is that racial identities are not exclusively formed
by the relationship to a superior or inferior ‘racial’ group; they
can also be ethnic identities, formed around cultural or linguistic
traditions that have developed in relative autonomy from the
dominant group. A group that has been historically subordinate
may also have generated traditions of resistance (including a
strong sense of mutual assistance, or a greater reliance on the
extended family) that it is determined to sustain. In these circum-
stances, the homogeneity implied by convergence looks neither
necessary nor desirable. Why should respect be conditional on
identity? Why cannot we value and respect our differences, rather
than dissolving them into a mish-mash of the same?

Different kinds of difference

Assimilationism is profoundly inegalitarian, and has sometimes
been practised with extraordinary cruelty. The forcible removal
of up to one-third of aboriginal children in Australia between
1910 and 1970, to be fostered by white families or brought up in
white missions and orphanages, is one terrible example of this.
The dissolution of all cultural, religious and linguistic differences
into a cosmopolitan Esperanto is less overtly inegalitarian, but
also makes false claims about convergence as the condition for
fequality. There are different kinds of difference, and convergence
is only appropriate to some of these. It would be silly to suggest
that. divergent belief-systems should be brought together by
halvmg the difference, or to present religious convergence as the
cor;‘dxnon for religious equality. Uncovering the commonality
between the world's'major religions remains ‘one powerful way
- of promoting the sense of ‘equal worth, but there :is no reason

3 strong historical association between difference an
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why each should dissolve into the other in order to secure equfal-
ity of respect. Cultural differences are more Compl}cated, or
some of what differentiates one culture from another is the prac-
tices each pursues in relationships between men and women o;
parents and children. Egalitarians will (rightly) r'efuse to regar
all cultures as equally worthy when some are less just than ot_hers
in their treatment of women or girls, and in such cases eg?{htar'
ians' willingness to respect another culture could be said to
depend on it becoming less different from their own. However%
the willingness to accord equal respect to the members o
another cultural group (the members, rather than the culture) is
another matter. Here, one relies on the recognition that all of us
are formed by the traditions and practices of our group, end na(ine
of us has a monopoly on the truth. Since most people alsom\i ue
diversity (apart from a brief moment in adolescence, we like 0
think of ourselves as different and do not want to dissolve lnto1a
homogeneous whole), we cannot regard convergence as the only
Toute to citizen equality. .

The critique oigl equ?llity as sameness does not, however, 1mpz
that any difference is compatible with equality. The'ferSPeCSS
for sexual equality depend, in my view, on a substanti [(>1rocen
of convergence between the life experiences of women and mex,
and as far as the economic conditions for equality of.resp;ecggfe
Concerned, there are close parallels with racial equahty. n it
Gases, difference has been strongly overlaid with h1ferarchy, an i
is hard to feel confident about a scenario that continues 0 SegtriZI
gate one group from the other but proclaims their ess:(l)lfes-

ity. A society in which women dominate the caring 11 the
Sions while men run the economy is unlikely to genera ei le
More profound sense of equal worth that underpms thﬁ'p}rxmlflfck
o political equality. In similar vein, a society in W 11:;:1 banks
People excel in athletics and white people in managing £a€. my
5 unlikely to do the trick. I may be overly pesigmsnlfa;nbeen
ading of the human psyche, but in cases where firfnfeﬁorityci

it har
Persistent segregation in occupations and rolesﬂtln aﬁffel:eﬁces
in strong convictions of equal worth, and ik in_other
_incompatible with equality. We come bathis segrega-
, to the corrosive effects of segregation when that certain
5. differences in power, and the way that. i
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differences in economic condition can crystallize into judgements
of inferior worth.

As far as class inequalities are concerned, there is a well-
established relationship between economic and political inequal-
ity, and good reasons (arising from considerations of access and
recognition alike) for regarding an equalization in economic con-
ditions as part of the project of democratic equality. The insight
from recent literature on citizenship is that there are other fail-
ures of recognition that are less intrinsically connected to eco-
nomic inequality. In such cases, achieving equality of status
depends on securing respect for multiple differences rather than
wishing those differences away. The point I have stressed is that
even beyond the directly class inequalities, there are still strong
links between economic circumstances and political equality.
The association of certain categories of people with certain cat-
egories of work has particularly profound effects on a society’s
status order, and even the most rigorous campaign of cultural
revaluation is unlikely to make enough difference to this. Some
of the current inequalities between citizens do lend themselves
to treatment via the cultural or symbolic order. All too many of
them remain attached to economic location.

Economic equality matters, and its absence has serious polit-
ical effects. That said, if we make it all that matters, we can end
up with a depoliticized determinism that denies any independent
role to political action or political judgements. ‘Given the struc-
tural tendencies towards inequalities, political action on the part
of the socially and economically disadvantaged becomes the
crucial means of saving themselves.'1® This refers back to some of
the earlier arguments about the importance of politics. It also
refers forward to a dissatisfaction with recent literature on delib-

erative democracy, where ‘acting to save oneself’ has come to be
regarded as a dubiously self-interested affair.

5

Deliberation and the Republic

Thave focused so far on ways in which politics has b?come mo:;:c
Prominent, and the worry this provokes aboqt casting 1ssuescu-
economic equality into the shade. Some will view this as a p e a
liar misreading of contemporary dilemmas, and thle e :rdia_
Rumber of other complaints that come in from an a I;fllOS bt
Metrically opposed direction. Politics may l?e all arou.lgﬂ-us' ‘the
in its stronger sense of public action and civic responsi 1'ty;1 1
political’ can also be said to be in deep decline. In a partllilu Elss,
marked contrast to my argument so far, those who ‘éna eience
Point sometimes go on to suggest that it is the very su frv e
% economics that is the problem. Liberal democracy l'as But
Citicized for severing political from economic equa lt}; the
iberal democracy is also criticized for turning po,ht.l(.:s m? it-
andmaiden of the economic, reducing the actwltlﬁcs‘(; rzst
Zenship to the protection of individual or group sei-® elitie;
and destroying what ought to be the distinctive qua
ed to the public sphere. -
_ The first partpof this Izomplaint is that there has be.en 2 Clri:fcgl
Ing (perhaps a galloping) politicization that empnfs, plo with
action of jts req] meaning: everything has become po mcaf, what
¢ unfortunate consequence that we lose our sense O

mak . this
- 8kes: politics unique. There are various reasons :ﬁli}éalism
- 8ht have happened, but some of it stems from a r

. the
8 extended the meaning of politics in (?rder to ex;cgggusly
of human_affairs. Definitions of politics are no o’ and
id'imprecise, ranging from ‘the art of compromis
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‘the conciliation of interests’ to ‘the pursuit of common con-
cerns’. Sometimes they fall back on the circularity that equates
politics with what political activists and politicians do. One point
stands out clearly: that when people argue about what comes
within the scope of politics, it is because they see this as saying
something about what is amenable to human action and change.
What is political is, by implication, open to choice. Indeed, when
we describe something as presenting a political choice, the adjec-
tive is almost superfluous, the point being that the issue in ques-
tion is not settled by absolute values or pre-determined by
natural laws.

The association with action and choice runs as a recurrent
thread through discussions of the nature and meaning of
politics.! I do not mean to suggest that people treat politics as the
realm of pure will, a sphere in which anything and everything
becomes possible. But politics has come to carry much of the
weight of what is available to human intervention, and because
of this, many of the battles over what can or cannot be altered
are fought out on the terrain of what counts as ‘politics’. The
result, inevitably, has been the expansion of the category to
include more and more aspects of social life. Much of the radical
literature of this century has been devoted to exposing the lie
that certain things are outside politics: revealing the profoundly
political nature of economic forces, of the supposedly ‘natural’
dichotomy between the sexes, of claims to scientific objectivity
or truth. One of the most telling ideas developed by Michel
Foucault is that the categories through which we divide up the
world operate as regimes of power, defining for us what we
can and cannot say, regulating us in the most insidious of
ways through the very discourses we employ. Some have read

is as a message of despair, for if power relations are all perva-
sive, it hardly seems worth replacing one set by another. But for
most of those who have pushed back the boundaries of what
counts as political, the more usual expectation is that this
enla;lrges the scope for human action. If there is nothing we can

gnate as outside of politics, then nothing is immune to
contestation. e s e .
- ~This radical politicization comes, however, at a price. One of
the losses we potentially sustain s the capacity to differentiate
Wmmﬂm veally are political and athers that are not;
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the other is the disappearance of a specifically public sphere. In. a
provocative survey of Western political thought, Sheldc?n. Wolin
identified what he saw as ‘the depreciation of the politicalness
of the political order’:? the turn from politics to a preoccupa-
tion with society, the substitution of administration for politics,
and the associated decline of citizenship as a distinct sphere of
activity. Classical liberalism, he argued, was not the confident
rationalism that appeared in its subsequent caricatures; on the
contrary, Wolin suggested, ‘liberalism was a philosophy of sob-
tiety, born in fear, nourished by disenchantment, and prone to
believe that the human condition was and was likely to remain
one of pain and anxiety’> Attaching little confidence to what
could be achieved through politics alone, liberals lool‘ted to forces
generated within society and economy to sustain social cohesmx;.
The anti-political impulse nurtured by this liberalism begame all-
Pervasive through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, sur-
facing variously in the works of the utopian socialists, Prou.dhon,
Comte, Marx, Durkheim, the Fabians, and assorted theorists .of
Managerialism. A distinct sphere of political — or citizen — activ-
iy was no longer considered either desirable or necessary: at
vest, politics only registered a more fundamental social or eco-
Bomic reality; at worst, it could pervert the course of hurqaﬁ
Mtidirs. So when Lenin, for example, looked to a world in wh1§
Politics would be replaced by administration, he was far more in
tne with the mood of the twentieth century than his opponents
have liked to believe. g
Though part of his argument is that politics became subordi-
%6 to administration, Wolin also traces connections betweer}
thehte" politicization of everything and the disappearance O
?thics itself. The point he stresses is that politics dropped mét
WSt when people seemed most convinced that it was all around.
I“?”“»S not that people stopped talking about politics;' on the c;)ln-
m’, they became adept at spotting political activity a{ld phe-
®na . everywhere, from trade unions to corporations t}tlo
tes. But if everything is to be regarded as political, the
e becomes a trivial addition, and it is rather hard to kl}ot‘ivl
with the noun. By the middle of the tW‘eélltlet
Volin argues, it had become virtually impossibi€ 1°
distinct sphere of citizen activity in which people
issues-of common concern. Politics, underst
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Zio?;edh}lr?;nwza)-amty to deal with collective concerns, had
Similar arguments have surfaced in recent feminist theory.
Whgn feminists claimed the personal as political, they were con-
testing the passivity that treated relationships between the sexes
as so determined by history or biology that no one could seri-
ously hope to fashion them in another way. In doing so, they
ew 1glt‘ce.ntmn to the power relations that shape the most inti-
E;l:;i agrlc gf private life. They also developed from this a more
e lzg understanding of politics that shifted attention from the
egxtsh ative chaml?ers or the activities of national parties to focus
g?stine t<iilemc;;:ratlzation of daily existence. But the questioning of
an ovcer-or:)sl'tiet'we?n public and private has been said to lead to
spondin Pd1 Ciilé.ltl'on .of personal and familial life, and a corre-
emotiong epoliticization of public life by woolly notions about
sive policoi; em;):hthy or care. On the one hand, there is an exces-
who s slg of th teh ch01.ces people make about what to wear or
foric sem ie:P V\lfll h, as if each action is loaded with a world his-
a denial fo hPO _tlca_l r.eSPc?nsibility. On the other hand, there is
ey weo ‘IN at is distinctive about acting as a citizen, as if the
relationshire éll)te to our loved ones can be a model for the
life P between strangers that necessarily defines political
brgthhig kijrfan ?Ethke Elshtain challenged what she saw as the
the point t}i;af ;Zuun_lptlon of e:arlier feminist activists, she made
o believe thot evae r;ltil evexjythlng as political encourages people
part of the struggle. o ng is amel‘l.able to political solution. Yet
our current nrusgeg ) S ; observeg involves reflecting on whether
and exploitatiy ry 31311 unhappiness derive entirely from faulty
changed or wheeth social forms that can, and therefore must, be
the simple fact ofell; a large part of that unhappiness derives from
one has to die’ 4 L cing human, therefore limited, knowing that
ical’ have beey ':itelral interpretations of ‘the personal is polit-
ferninists, the mWI ely CflthlZ_ed in recent years, and for many
ical has c'on:lbix:xeocie c.at;eful dehpeation of what is and isn’t polit-
public sphere.5 On:"I 3 growing interest in the analysis of the
look to valyes generlsst::l rmsed here is whether one can sensibly
better democracy- »a; oth within private life as the basis for
Ve ZIVEN 10 reprecontie. . is whether the attention feminists
‘Tepresenting women's needs and interests under-

: mentof its arrival (Rousseau being one ea
irked by its shallow understanding of
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mines the capacity for developing shared concerns. Where some
ferinists have looked to the practices and values associated with
mothering as offering a more generous model for activities in the
public sphere, others have argued that the care mothers owe to
their vulnerable and dependent children is crucially different
from the equal engagement with others that ought to character-
ize public life.5 And where some have looked to feminism to pin-
point the particular needs or interests of women, others have
drawn on notions of a woman-friendly citizenship to recast the
relationship between universality and difference.” Most feminists
continue to take issue with the notion that public action is
separable from private identities, or that acting as a citizen
requires one to forget whether one is a woman or a man. The
renewed interest in the public sphere none the less reflects wide-
spread worries about over-politicization - and its sidekick,
depoliticization — in contemporary societies.

The second part of the complaint is that liberalism reduced
the role of government to the protection of private interest,
thereby making politics subservient to interests in the economic
sphere. As liberty came to be conceived primarily as a matter of
freedom from interference, the more traditional understanding of
democracy as the practice of self-government gave way to a ‘pro-
tective’ model of democracy as securing the rights and freedoms
of individuals and groups. Politics was then downgraded into a
ompetition between interest groups. Taking their cue from the
hidden hand’ of the market (which magically translates .the
autonomous actions of individual producers and consumers into
4 system that meets everyone’s needs), people began to think of
POlftics as the mere aggregation of preferences. I pressure the
politicians to meet my interests, you pressure them to mt?et
yo‘frsr and the politicians sensibly align themselves with
Whichever policies are most likely to keep them in office. No
ne'ed for high-minded idealism, public acts of bravery, or con-
SAQ0us pursuit of a ‘common good’: all that is required is t}-xat
®ach pursues his or her own interests and abides by majority

 This conception of politics has been contested almost from the
ly critic), and those
public action of

ility have sometimes argued that we must get the
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o noriucs out of the politics in order to restore the vialty
the distirfctiv e. Thfe idea t:hat the modern world threatens
setioulatog 1 erll_iess of the polis has been particularly powerfully
action was y .?)Ilmah Arendt, who came to believe that public
ously excludi(()isfr; © only when ‘the social question’ was rigor-
increasingly d om pUbhF debate. She saw the political order as
groups pir}; (C’angraded into an arena in which individuals or
e more hlllnel nan}*)owly. economic purposes, and she saw even
as underming ani}? session with problems of poverty or hunger
‘appeared on the sce quality of political life. When the poor
and the result N sce?ﬁ of politics, necessity appeared with them,
impotent and thwas at the power of the old regime became
surrendered to - new -repubhc was stillborn; freedom had to be
itself ® Arendt necessity, to the urgency of the life process
the very ur encw as no admirer of the ancien régime, but she saw
because ong 0‘}; attached to poverty as antithetical to politics
experience ofp erty there was really nothing to say. The
freedom to enpoverFy generates an ideal of abundance: not the
despair. As o]%?ige Ln politics but the freedom from want and
administratign fcs ecam.e devoted to what Arendt saw as the
better of the C?ti eC?r;omlc growth, ‘the individual ... got the
exercise of publiczfrn . d Instead of conceiving of politics as the
ticipation as a buyr dee om, people came to regard political par-
e consequent d ezl and government as just a necessary evil.
nently in Arer1d1;’e nia. of I_’Ohtlcal responsibility figures promi-
regimes, 10 s analysis of the pathology of totalitarian

Conte .
sion of Anriﬁfﬁfz }’erS}:Ins of t!lis are less exercised by the intru-
e dominance of fﬁ? question’, but remain highly critical of
eliberation on wh erist-gr oup politics and the way this blocks
en politics s at s C?uld be matters of common concern."
premium is,attachec(;mcewed. on a model of aggregation, no
bother ourselves withto sorting things out. We do not have to
', whether one demand is more legitimate
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nized as a problem; this is why countries frequently introduce

qualifications to majority rule (for example, through a Bill of

Rights) to prevent numerical majorities implementing legislation

that discriminates against a minority. But even with such protec-

tions, this is a model of democracy that makes no high-minded

claims about politics as the conscious pursuit of justice or delib-

eration about matters of common concern. Whoever has power

wins. ‘
The critique of this often derives from a critique of market

society, and to that extent shares some of my own preoccupa-

tions about the relationship between political and economic

equality. But as Arendt’s work tellingly illustrates, the preferred

solution is often to minimize the impact of economic issues on

political decision-making and debate. If the problem is that polit-

ics has become subservient to economic interest, one obvious
solution is to get those interests out of politics. Rousseau dealt
with this by recommending a radical equalization in civil society:

0 man to be so rich that he could purchase another; none so
poor that he had to sell his labour to somebody else. The more
common response in the twentieth century has been to find a
way of curtailing the impact of self- or group interest on public
affairs: not to eliminate the clash of interests, but to make these
less politically dominant. In the context of what continues to be
an unequal world, this is a deeply problematic approach.

Civic republicanism
Iy political as one

ThOSe WhO regard . .
the erosion of the specifica
: > life often look to

of the Mmore damning features of contemporary 0
an earlier tradition of civic republicanism to counter the sh fcz‘\f-
ness of liberal democracy. Born out of the democracy of the

Greek city-states, revived (in rather different form) in

Renaissance Italy, carried through (somewhat patchily) into'the
dition is said to dirter

Values of the American Revolution, this tra :
m the prevailing liberalism in the importance it gttaChes o
SFE’SOVernment. Michael Sandel argues that in the liberal 2011'
: %ﬁen, ‘liberty is not internally but only in: identally related t©
self-government’.12 Democracy is valued only in s0 far as it pro-

5 the best conditions for individuals to pursue thelr oW
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Interests and ends, and the best democracy is the one that does
the leas.t. It is expected to aim at maximum neutrality between
Con:ipetmg moral views (no privileging of one conception of the
ﬁc')cil over another)., and it should not impose on its members too
ﬁlg ei) burden of citizen involvement. In the republican concep-
Tﬁ?s' no}:: Coiltrast, freedom is bound up with self-government.
servien & I?él y Iﬁfiani that .re.:pul')licans set a high value on public
means thes I;:’ dca participation. It also, in Sandel’s reading,
common goo deebom de'pends‘ on the willingness to put the
virtues assgociat ad ove private interests and concerns. The civic
rights - what ;e OV‘\;th ’Cht:}sl will stress obligations rather than
CO}nmunity might ow: tt:us_e community rather than what the
Vis;stzﬁ dcggllilggmt}"strflealf’ now favoured by many policy ad-
self-governaent }fmS,ft € Interest in republican conceptions of
dependency, 1:}1 often Wel.ded on to a critique of welfare
associated with : e aﬁlcu.lcatlon .Of civic responsibility becomes
oneself work paralle] inculcation of the responsibility to find

- Work. (The latter is sometimes ‘inculcated’ in the starkest

e co i ,
the argIEg:::]}llty that is necessary to self-government. Some of
: ere recalls David Miller’s critique of the segrega-

or that is associated with large i diff

: ge income ditter-
s, the way t:lsdenazles the rich to buy their way out of
, undermi i

But where I take Miller to be énes Ty comcamed st o

ditions th :
at sustain 5 strong sense of each individual’s equal

worth, S i
andel is far more preoccupied with what promotes the

sense of a .
i ‘butio:h;fr‘eii community. He is also less worried about the
mixing’ insﬁtuﬁo::me as such and more interested in ‘class-
(he lLists public schools, libraries, parks,

Cmmtmﬁ \EQHS?derathns. of equality and puts it onto
revead. A more civic-minded liberalism would seek

i mﬁa’t’hesak& of distributive justice than

~_tis dear enough that no society can survive on
 Mar €t -relations alone; some additional cement 1
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for the sake of affirming the membership and forming the civic
identity of rich and poor alike.’!*

Though this communitarian strand of civic republicanism criti-
cizes some elements of market society, it is peculiarly ill
equipped to address questions of political equality. It is less inter-
ested in what is necessary to secure equality than in what is
mecessary to sustain community membership. It also has little
sympathy with the cultural egalitarianism that stresses the het-
erogeneity of contemporary societies and seeks equality of
respect for a diversity of cultural groups. The one point of
contact is that it too criticizes the abstentionist toleration that
relegates differences to a protected private zone. But the com-
munitarian critique is that this brackets out questions of moral-
ity, and encourages us to think that anything goes. Sandel, for
example, argues that we should abandon this tolerant abstention-
ism, recognize that citizenship is indeed premised on common
moral values, and actively promote those civic virtues th?,t
underpin citizenship. That these ‘common values’ or ‘civic
virtues’ might encapsulate the moral perspectives of some groups
but not others does not figure very prominently in this.

The communitarian strand of civic republicanism is also less
sensitive than it should be to relationships of domination a.lnd
hierarchy within existing communities. It directs its critical
energy against the rampant individualism that encourages us to
focus on rights to the exclusion of duties, or the freedoms to do
3 we will in our private lives to the exclusion of civic engage-
ment. Most incensed by a political culture that promotes the free
3gency of autonomous and isolated individuals, it often ignores
equally compelling criticism of the coercions practised . by
ommunities. Yet communities have their undoubted downside.
ven if we set aside the more overtly inegalitarian cases where

€ young are subordinated to the old or women to men,

“Mmunities operate by imposing constraints on the kinds qf
g ‘we’ do or the kinds of thing ‘we’ think. To be a member is
FoacknOWledge these constraints. Those who challenge them too

Gecisively soon find themselves rank outsiders. _
the basis of
is always

d to secure diverse individuals in a network of susta}ina}ble
does this job,

ionships. Sometimes it is the family that
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cpinion, mobiied mapgctmes @ more amorphous publc
political parties did theis bit thicugh ok of 1o
gh much of the twentieth
b ;:lttil;yv'v:j l:;e?i the is;clark Ieft—right antagonisms on which such
counter-weight et C;);ll be said to have contributed a solidaristic
i mass Partie;gno o the fragmentations of market society. But
regarded as in Cw §eer§hr atl}er empty shells, the family is widely
and despite thenSls (the hlerath1cal family is undoubtedly so),
life in the USA i’ﬁtra(’}:dmafy influence of religion on political
no longer prese’t ne f urch (particularly not ‘the’ church) can
values. The ot itse f as .the unquestioned repository of moral
large part a reC:mmumtanap turn in political theory is in
with 2 more allzogs'e to this sense of impending crisis. Faced
classical liberal; ¢ deVldu:flhsm than was ever anticipated by
‘community’ as strhn, communitarian thinkers have looked to the
The danger in tf}?l source of §hared values and social cohesion.
ated and woified is is th?t it so often invokes an undifferenti-
dying forms of co community. In my view, the resuscitation of
able. People are nmmul-lal solidarity is neither possible nor desir-
family or religion o lg 0ing to return to unquestioned loyalties of
most traditional f:rl;nocaf!lty’ and given the hierarchical nature of
encouraged rather th $ Oof community, their recalcitrance is to be
-y the solidarities of ¢| 2n quashed. Nor are they going to return to
of socialist politicc as’Is_‘hthat were celebrated through generations
solidarity has de cs. The class structure that underpinned this
3 insistently mascﬁi;vel}}lr alt?red' and the brotherhood that was so0
Better, by far 1o € has ll'fde resonance in the modern world.
f between peoplé wh see Sf)hdarities as forged out of alliances
an explicitly politi a? are different, or community as constructed in
ere, implying Ifroc‘:ssahg It is ‘constructed’ that is the key word
8t may continue to be ased on different constitutive elements
version of civic republican; In tension. The more communitarian
: of the other canism is not sufficiently attuned to this.
both mmmummuqsms levelled at civic republicanism (in
motes an ideg] op . 2°d more political versions) is that it pro-
i of citizenshi 1ons).1s. at it p!
- theis o3 oop as transcendence: citizens leaving
b . \nterests and. partial preoccupations t0
zﬁs °‘f the public. sphere. Modern-day
whole, set much store by ideas of ‘&’
them distance themselves from
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what are felt to be pre-modern notions of an undifferentiated
homogeneous citizenry.!® They none the less stress the impor-
tance of a politics that can aim at (even if it does not reach)
shared visions, and they often present this in opposition to
private needs and concerns. Citizens should be focusing on what
they have in common rather than on what makes them different.
They should be aiming at the impartial promotion of public
good, not the partial promotion of private concerns.

In her criticism of this, Iris Young argues that the impartial
general perspective is a myth, and that in ‘a society where some
groups are privileged while others are oppressed, insisting that as
ditizens persons should leave behind their particular affiliations
and experiences to adopt a general point of view serves only to
reinforce the privilege’.'® What is at issue here is not whether
people should feel entitled to favour their own group to the
exclusion of everyone else’s: partiality, in this sense, is as abhor-
rent to Young as to the most high-minded of civic republicans.
The question, rather, is whether calling on people to set their
own particular affiliations to one side is the route to a more just

emocracy. When a disabled person, for example, is asked to
give judgement on some project for public spending, should she
be thinking about what will be useful to society as 2 whole or
Just what will help people with her own disability? If the disabil-
ity is shared by a tiny number of people, should she bracket it
out, put it to one side, think only about what will benefit the
O.VWhelnﬁng majority? Or since she too is part of the society
(“{ h?Wever tiny a fraction), should she point out that the new
b ding will be inaccessible to people in wheelchairs or the new

Tary useless to people who are blind? :

On examples like this, most people will probably say sh'e
Should draw on her own knowledge and experiences, and that it
5 only through interventions such as hers that societies have

t to make their public projects more genuinely accessible to

y we might be less sympathetic, however, to childless people
Who refuse to pay any more for public education, or We thy
W‘?‘ﬂwho refuse to contribute any more to the welfare state. In
1ese instances, we are more likely to find the intrusion of private
Petience a problem, to say that people should be more public-
fted: and put their own private gains to one side. In t.he
t of an unequal society, the injunction on particularity
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sometimes works against the less privileged and sometimes works
;n d:lelr favour. It can make it harder for members of disadvan-
s;ifs (gvrvougs t,o draw atter.lt%on to their specific needs or oppres-
oo, ; .don t make p011c1es. just for your bunch, we have to
lenge tho: g C}?ncems), but it can also make it easier to chal-
because th: Y-]V 0 want to opt out of public responsibilities
to stress thg ﬁ;-) ot _perSOnally benefit from these. Young tends
because her ft point to the exclusion of the second. This is
appeals to ?;;Z:isalo'f structural inequalities suggests to her that
disadvantage, ity set oppressed groups at a particular
meSr};Ty r?:ll;.e's tthe point that we test out whether claims are
making diffelf ereﬁreld by requiring people to confront others
with those whe nth ds, of claim, and that it is through arguing
are best able too avebdl{fferent experiences and priorities that we
Trying to pre-em eSt:hi o Whgther our own proposals are just
sonably present ptb > b}f limiting people to what they can rea-
likely that the v:isll e i the general interest makes it more
public dOmainy Thi restrict t.hernselves to what is already in the
duce a current is makes it more likely that they will repro-
censorship peopl consensus. I am often struck by the self
PrefErencespas Qfe thopera'ce when formulating their own policy
even before’ rel 1€y haV_e to take all the objections on board
self-denying pthsiening their own point of view. If others are less
everyone de’cide: ts ews the outcome in their favour; while if
ils the range C:f:cione down his or her claims, this seriously
criticized for ang e)(() e.bate, Though Jirrgen Habermas has been
reason, he makes a sl attachment to universal and imparti
ture leap into im Similar point when he observes that a prema-
questions, unnecesiﬁahty .W(.)uld exclude controversial ethical
‘at least implicitly o ly delimit the public from the private, and
background of sest’;ti)r?Udm-e.the agenda in favour of an inheri
Habermas cqjs wﬂg tra‘dmons’:lj We need the vitality of what
Counter the exclusion or ‘anarchic’ opinion-formation in order t0
A QYﬂ'«at \tﬁesary ‘e.ffefzts? of unequally distributed power-
said will not, deg] to limit in advance what can or cannot
social inequglis Tlnsl Iak,te!y with the political consequences of
15:remains the case even when the intention

‘ghm givic republicans seek to exclude private
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Civic republicanism tends to be rather weak on structural
power relations, employing categories of virtue or civic participa-
tion to counter the power of interest, but not looking carefully
enough at the ways these interests are produced and reproduced.
It sometimes gives the impression that we can solve our prob-
lems by exhorting one another to behave in a more public-
spirited way, with no further reference to the conditions that
have made us behave so differently. ‘Its categories serve to
obscure questions of power and authority and to sever political
activity from specific localities, thereby producing an abstract
category “‘participation’’, which can be enlarged or attenuated,
depending on research needs.’ In Sheldon Wolin’s view, this ‘has
the effect of muting the tensions between republicanism, with its
strong historical attraction to elitism, and democracy, with its
ireducibly populist strain’.'®

Freedom as non-domination

Ina very different retrieval of the republican tradition, Phi.lip
Pettit argues that the defining core lies less in ideals of active
political participation or the pursuit of common interest, and
more in the notion of freedom as non-domination.” On this
reading, the revival of republicanism is less likely to sever con-
Rections between ‘good’ politics and structural inequalities.
Though he approaches this through a critique of arbitrary .rule
Tather than a critique of inequality per se, Pettit also prov1df35
Some additional weight to my argument about the relationship

tween political and economic equality. To be exposed to‘the

irary will of another is the greatest evil in the republican

tanon: the exposure to tyrannical and unchecked rulers; but also

' the dominance of employers over workers or the dominance

;’:husbands over wives. Wherever one party has the capacity to
tt:rfere on an arbitrary basis in the choices another party s 1n a
Position to make, we are looking at an example of dominance.
; blicanism does not require us to eliminate income dl-ffere.n-
"8 between employers and workers, but it certainly.lrnphes
P to eliminate capricious powers of hiring and firing, i‘.nh

- Would secure the right to collective action through whic
Workers can: defend themselves. Republicanism also does not
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seem to require the strict equality in the division of labour I have
?rgued for between women and men. It does, however, imply
intervention to eliminate those cultural, legal, and institutional
pressures that conspire to keep women in a condition akin to
slavery and still subject to the domination of men.

The idea that domination is distinct from economic inequality
has been a recurrent theme in the history of egalitarian politics.
One frequent argument from nineteenth-century feminism was
that middle-class women were more confined, disparaged and
oppressed than poorer women who at least had the dignity of
employment: as one leading British suffragist put this, ‘A great
lady or a factory woman are independent persons — personages -
the women of the middle classes are nobodies, and if they act for
themselves they lose caste!’? The economic impoverishment of
women from the middle classes was also a recurrent theme (their
Ferrible vulnerability in a world that expected them to find an
income through marriage and thwarted their attempts to enter
the labour market for themselves), but the importance attached
to women'’s independence, autonomy, and self-respect generated
an understanding of inequality that went well beyond statistics
on poverty or hours and conditions of work. Feminists have
always been clear that money is not everything, and this is
theme that reappeared in the 1960s with Betty Friedan's analysis
of the suburban housewife’s malaise. A woman surrounded by
the latest in kitchen gadgets can have less sense of her own worth
th?m another who has to struggle for her subsistence; relation-
ships of domination can persist even when material conditions
are relatively secure. |

Tl}ough he steers clear of any strong association between eco
homic and political equality, Pettit endorses a version of republi
lc;amsm thgt includes a robust social radicalism: always troubl
Yy any ev1denc? of domination; always prepared to take med-
sures to deal with this. Freedom conceived as non-interference
(the more traditionally liberal understanding) makes people wary
qf state intervention. We get locked into a defence of individ
ggl;tls 1&:ndthfrt':f:edoms, ,aqd intuitively distrust proposals that n
; ake the ‘formal’ rights more effective if these dergeﬂ of
eavy interference by the state. When freedom is conceived; by
contrast, as non-domination, ‘we are going to look more fondy

©On state interference’?! So- long as the state is bound by €0".
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straints that make its interference non-arbitrary (this depends in
turn on whether the democracy is inclusive, deliberative an.d
always open to popular contestation), the fact that. it ipterfere;s is
no great objection. If it interferes to reduce domination, this is
regarded as a definite plus. .

Other versions of republicanism have been more exercised b};
the way private interest can threaten public good. Bfecause o
this, they have been more inclined to see the comparative Qbses%
sions of equality (does he have more than I?) as destructlve.a o
political life. A republicanism that makes freedom_from dommgi
tion the central category is going to be more hospitable to socif
radicalism, and more prepared to look beyond the conver§t1ona1 y
political sphere to address an array of potentially oppressive re a;
tionships in employment or the family. But even this mos
promising version fails to get to grips with the tension betweer;
political equality/economic inequality that 1ie§ at the heartth o
this book. First, inequalities will matter only in so _far.as . df};
create a direct relationship of domination and subordmanont.h i
focuses attention on inequah'ties that give power over O 'ers{
leaving to one side those additional inequalities that may jus

- ination is
give some people more than the rest. Secondl}{, .doml‘?;iiltll.Of:}ﬁs
conceive an arbitrary or capricious Wit

d as exposure to Ty but has little to

encourages us to take issue with ‘bad’ employers ake
say against those who set up works councils or manage ';o mual-
fully transparent their own principles and procedures. Ineq
ities that are systemic drop out of the picture.

Deliberative democracy

) und notions of
In the related literature that has sprung up aggtween different

deliberative democracy there is also a tension b€ p
Variants, with some rcnyore hospitable to economic aiquah;yetshtaag
others. All exponents of deliberative democracy m N ;Oat olit-
in the direction of ‘free and equal access’. They arg}l% deli%era-
ical decisions should emerge out of the “ncon,s“aigf see the
on of all those likely to be affected,” and . fiyif it turns
imacy of these decisions as seriously Compmml"setbe debate.
out that certain people were being excluded from ¢ they give
Deliberative democrats vary, however, in the attention
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to guaranteeing this freedom of access — and all too often, the
free and equal’ condition becomes notional rather than real.
They also vary in their attitude to expressions of economic inter-
est. Some regard deliberation as a means of escaping the
unhealthy intrusion of interest into politics, and look to it to
promote a more altruistic pursuit of the common good. Others
argue that deliberation matters precisely because people do have
different identities, perspectives and interests, and that these
have to be embraced within the process of discussion rather than
ruled out in advance.

So what do I mean by deliberative democracy? The idea that
democracy is about deliberation is not a new one. People have
always discussed things before reaching a decision and deliber-
ated over the issues at hand. Until relatively recently, the value
attached to deliberation tended to be in inverse proportion to the
value attached to popular control. When Edmund Burke warned
his Bristol constituents that they should not expect him to act
just as their mouthpiece, he was stressing the importance of
deliberation in a legislative assembly. They should elect him to
fieliberate, to employ his own judgement in working out their

real’ interests, and not to promote whatever causes they held
dear. In this version, the value attached to deliberation has
looked rather elitist, an insistence on the discretionary powers o’f
the legislative body, and a refusal to be bound by the voters
concerns.
‘The radical retrieval of deliberation has developed from two
ections: first a critique of the interest-aggregation model of
€mocracy that turns politics into an inglorious market; second, 3
recognition of pluralism and difference as built into the frame-
work of contemporary life. The first is very much a reaction to
the S.}laHOWness of liberal democracy — what Benjamin Barber
describes as g ‘thip’ democracy® - that takes it as given that
people have conflicting interests and preferences and tries only t0
eep the competition in check. One crucial argument here is that
what we conceive of as our preferences and interests Chan?es
?Vh_en we discuss it with others. You may consider abortion
“n,"“’“’l' I may be equally convinced it is immoral to force 8
[oman tq.ca‘ntinue a pregnancy against her will, but SOfne‘at
ﬂe;mug;}" f%E"Ment may come from not having C?ns‘(ii’acts"
T Sarguments or not having realized certain salient 1ac%- .
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A decision-making model that simply asks us to V?tg on tjl;e (11:1811}1:
allows no space for reconsidering our own point 0 ";”lerv\:r'ard g
erative model, by contrast, requires people to put OThis hould
ments: to defend a case, not just cast a secret \i?t'e.t o hat it
filter out illegitimate appeals based only on se -1:111 e of’discus-
also means that all of us may change. The great v ueo dify their
sion and argument is that it can lead people t% md e outs it
initial positions, making possible, as Jane Mansbrl gn’ 54
‘solutions that were impossible before the procesls elgam o dif-

The second point is that the recognition of p uralts founda-
ference has turned theorists away from the auth;)}?t'auvshﬁcal >
tions on which people might hope to grou.nd el fion of the
moral views and towards a more political interpreta erspectives
processes through which different belief-systems or P e e
are accommodated. Deliberative democracy 1S prem:is Cair inter-
notion that the truth arrives, if at all, from a free 351:11 o?lus have
change between diverse opinions and perspectives. / e itis
reason to doubt our own initial intuitions or conv1c'1c102;,very it
only in the process of arguing for these V\{lth peop :t > onclusion.
ferent persuasions that we can hope to arrive at a ju

expect to
The process then becomes the guarantee. We cannot €xp

. . ation in
¢ : X h a private interrog
amive at the right conclusions through a p belief-systems, or a

which we dig deeper into our own personal ” i
Hobbesiandldgdictfon that conceives of moral and po{{l]t;:alc:shsvf:
on an analogy with the principles of georpettl'ﬁ’- shared tradi-
imagine that the truths are simply located in emmunitarians
tions of our society, as some of the deeper O ted through
would have us believe. The consensus will be ger:fr;locracy that
politics not society, and it is the qulality of the de
will guarantee the quality of the results. tics on the
Thg:fust part ofqthe tzzlrgument refuses to treathpoll(lstgimg and
model of the market economy, and rejects the :11 Cs a criticism
bargaining associated with this. This is 0&‘?“ pos® a:ded as evac-
of contemporary party politics, which is widely reg te for voter
uating the arena of informed debate to compe ality-driven)
Support on the basis of crudely defined (often peri%n an interest-
ippeals. More fundamentally, it takes issue w; of individuals
iven conception of politics that assumes an art dyattention, an
and pressure groups all jostling for resources aganism to guar
fegards ‘democracy as just a protective mec
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against the dominance of any one group. In contrast to this,
deliberative democracy puts a premium on refined and reflective
preferences that would be ° “fact-regarding” (as opposed to igno-
rant or doctrinaire), “future-regarding” (as opposed to myopic)
and “other-regarding” (as opposed to selfish)’.% The radicalism in
this is relatively easy to spot. Instead of the short-termism
encouraged by capitalist production, we might then be better
equipped to address long-term environmental issues. And instead
of the selfishness engendered by a competitive market economy,
we might find ourselves deciding things on the basis of what is
just.

The second part goes a long way towards meeting the concerns
of those who view majoritarian politics as imposing one group’s
norms on all others, and this has contributed to a strong associ-
ation between deliberative democracy and multicultural cit-
izenship. Where a rights-based understanding of democracy

might draw up an 4 priori list of fundamental rights, deliberative

democrats are more likely to stress the importance of intercul-
tural dialogue in formul

ating central principles. This recognizes
the essential contestability of even the most dominant conven-
tions and opens up space for a more resolutely multicultural
approach. Similarly, where a votes-driven understanding of
derflocracy would simply aggregate existing preferences, the
dﬁhberaﬁve model encourages participants in dialogue to recog-
nize when their initial judgements were formed out of ignorance
or prejudice. In the first case, progressives keep their fingers
crossed and hope the xenophobic right fails to win enough votes;
" t.'.he second case, racism is more directly confronted and some
of it may then dissolve. Deliberative models of democracy look
to the transformative effects of discussion in deepening ouf
understanding of political choices, and alerting us to the legit-
macy of other people’s claims. It is hardly surprising that this has
", presented as peculiarly appropriate to societies that are
multicultural and/or contain significant ethnic minorities.”

” ' e ;,Procedyurevs and conditibns ;
gfh tb‘%’3t:C!rmPeHn'Agsmangths, deliberative democracy i3

ions. of equality. The. ﬁrsti'Ptht, s M 9
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writers within this school often fail to address the Ciligllor;i?;
free and equal access carefully enough. TheY havihcet coufzi help
up with a number of imaginative suggestions tha a wider
promote informed and considered judgement among opinion
range of citizens: the use, for example, of dehber.atwe dfr ey
polls that would allow ordinary voters to expl‘ore 1;sue§ ally rep-
with candidates before elections;?’ or the creation o Soliletxgeen .
resentative ‘citizens’ juries’ to make recommendatl»?}rll: subject of
range of policy alternatives. (This las’g ‘ha\S.begn_lc in) Such ini-
experimentation by some local quthorities in Britain. D il
tiatives do not draw their participants from the husua r(I))cess of
elite, and because they typically operate througl alp‘uries are
random sampling — in much the same way asﬁjlgare] resenta-
formed - they can reasonably claim to be more : t}}llis Eowever,
tive of a diversity of citizens. Precisely becauselo e bodies. A
they are almost always conceived as consultative

citizens’ j oes not wield active power.

The ic;::y t}?at a more deliberative democracy gif}l:;a;‘ﬁsvrgizz
just decisions depends crucially on the assumpt(lioll'liver this equal-
are being fairly heard. Failing serious efforts to 1.e le more than a
ity, deliberative models of democracy become lttj isions, of @
pious attachment to informed over ill—infgrmed sbflle S hations
belief in the power of discussion as makxgg 'possflrom our daily
that were impossible before. We know all this ]us}l d out things
experience in social encounters; we know we i r helps. The
through discussion; we know that talking thln%csho\{)eelief that the
extra claim attached to political deliberation - }? ther all voices
outcomes will then be more just — depends on Whe€ view, that a
are indeed being heard. This can only mean, in I}i?s to deal with
cherent programme for deliberative dechrai}yl final decisions.
the social composition of the people making £ fi: cus groups’ O
This is not adequately dealt with by the use of 70 osed policies.
ditizens’ juries’ to test out popular reaction to prO{D es (including
It means that decision-making assemblies thzmse Zo all relevant
our legislative assemblies) have to be opene up
groups. er quotas

Ways of ensuring this might rangedfro?na ﬁ:igzipo?ﬁonl
to en en women and me, L eople
electoral eﬂsuresystpanemty l:egv ;romote better - representation ril i

o like the P
m sacial and ethnic minorities, to something like the 04
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representation proposals outlined by Iris Young. This is the
point, however, at which too many advocates of deliberative
democracy back away. Part of the dream of deliberation is that it
will diminish the ‘groupiness’ that locks people into their own
group’s interests and concerns: how can this be made compatible
with measures that seek to secure the representation of all rele-
vant groups? Even bearing in mind the distinction I made earlier
etween representing a ‘group’ and representing those with a
shared group characteristic, measures for guaranteed representa-
tion inevitably draw attention to group difference and division,
to the fact that workers have different interests from employers,
women from men, black people from white, ethnic minorities
from ethnic majorities. In doing so, they not only argue for
special initiatives to counter persistent under-representation.

They also measure the success of these initiatives by whether the

?}fw Iepresentatives speak from the experiences of their group. If
ee

ection of more women MPs, for example, does not raise the
profile of women’s interests and concerns, it will be regarded as a
failure by many of those who promoted it. The whole point was
to make a difference, and that depends on treating women as in
some sense a distinct social group.

The sticking point for many advocates of deliberative demo-
cracy is that this edges too close to a politics based on interest,
and‘ it was the critique of that politics that first started them on
their route. There are important exceptions to this trend: Iris
Young, most notably;® to a lesser extent also Cass Sunstein, who
argues that group representation is incompatible with the deeper
aims of deliberation if it js conceived just as a way of ensuring

at each group gets ‘a piece of the action’, but becomes far
more acceptable if its function is to prevent the false appearance
pf 8 common set of interests and promote one more genuinely
inclusive.’ But even this concession can leave the requirement
Or equitable representation dependent on whether it manages to
Promote ‘good’ deliberation. Discussing the case for compen-
satory  group Tepresentation, Amy Gutmann and Dennis

ompson argue that this can only be justified if it ‘encourages

more representatives to pay more attention to the voices O

Efegti:ﬁed.t‘:itizens, fosters co-operation between representatives
Ia tes?lf c‘t‘z‘e;’}szanf.lrepresentatives of other citizens, and stimy-
A7 Tepresentatives to give reasons and invoke moral princi-
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ples that cut across racial and group divi§ions’.3° The 11mp11C3"C:;;n
is that if it fails to have these effects — if it ends up only ats :o bz
of including previously marginalized groups ~ . l;lc;dinated
encouraged. The requirement for eqqahty is then su od s
to the critique of interest-group politics, and thczisecon lity con-
trumps the first. The resulting ambivalence towards e?iu?bty tive
tributes to a certain airiness in the literat}lre on i i e;a ”
democracy, a tendency to specify the conditions and then forg
about whether these match up to any given r.eahty: eans

The second point is that the focus on dehbe:ratmn ast 2 rrlnfrom
of resolving political dilemmas inadvertently shifts atter}ll . flect
those that arise out of conflicts of interest to those that f?bl
failures of communication. A deliberative approaCh.t(.) o e'cmo
solving is said to encourage open-mindedness, a w1111ng.nessthe
listen to others, and a ‘civic magnanimity’>! that recognizes di
moral seriousness even of those with whom we most profo\l? uy
disagree. All this is valuable advice for anyone trying ;0 " helrgl
healthy conditions for debate: we do not get viry ':ge’:vcre-
people simply shout at one another, impugn the. ot efr " And
dentials, or refuse to consider an alternative point © Vlewa re-
where disagreements turn out to be based on ignorance and p )
judice, these conditions of mutual respect can prove 1mmenSt<“ilZ
productive. Most of us harbour certain prejudices baseih(;? the
Way people dress or speak: a presumption, perhapfl{ worth
scruffily dressed youth in dreadlocks will h'flve nO; ltnfhe man
Saying except on some topics relating to music, of tha

) . man
in the turban will be a religious fundamentalist, or the wo

caric t of us also
g icature of her class. Mos
cut-glass accent a carica o f

atbour what we regard as more legitimate . erhaps

ased on a long process of opinion formation: a distrust, P o thaé
of arguments that turn on economic efficiency or afgumeness can
resort to divine will. Retaining a permanent state of Olilem; estab-
Seem rather time-wasting, particularly if we feel we hav of pre-
lished good grounds for pre-judgements. But bqth types " pre
judgement may be modified in subsequent dl Scussmgi:ten has
villingness to engage with the appropriate seriousness

Positive effects.

e i ements
The effects are most marked, however, where disagre

ms
ie rooted in a previous failure to hear. Some of the proble

tkat

i i al fit
arise in societies that are multi-ethnic or multicultur
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well enough into this pattern: an inability to register what others

are saying; a subsequent release from this disabling impasse when
participants adopt a more open-minded approach. But while the
frequent association with multiculturalism can be viewed as one
of the strengths of the deliberative tradition, it also highlights
some of the weaknesses. It often seems that discussions of multi-
culturalism have supplanted earlier discussions of racism, and
that the previous emphasis on starker inequalities in housing,
education or employment has given way to a preoccupation with
cultural or doctrinal difference. In much of the European debate
about multicultural citizenship, the paradigmatic problem is now
the accommodation of Muslim minorities. These are notoriously
exposed to demonization as an incomprehensible ‘other’, and
failures in communication or recognition rank high in the

‘problem’ they supposedly pose. A politics that promotes more
sustained intercultural dialogue looks particularly appropriate to
this context, for it directly addresses issues of recognition. It may
h.ave less obvious purchase where what is at issue is the distribu-
thn c_>f economic or social resources between majority and
minority groups.

' Not all problems are amenable to resolution through discus-
sion, for some do take the form of a starker zero-sum game.
wages are to rise, profits must fall. If women are to be equal t0
Jen, men must lose some of their present advantages. If black
South Africans are to have more land, white South Africans
must have less. Conditions of reasonable discussion may generate
a consensus in favour of redistribution. It may be possible to con-
vince those who lose out that their current privileges are illegiti-
mate. It may even be possible to convince them that they ca
live ‘more happily under more just conditions and that th€
quality of their lives will improve. If the argument fails, however,
we are still left with a conflict of interests. Jane Mansbri
makes the point that models of democracy geared toW
mutua.l understanding and consensus do not work so well whed

ere is conflict over principles of fair distribution, and that we
~May need ‘institutions based primarily on self-interest as’wgll,as
hose based on altrujsm’ She also notes that deliberation ¢2
% @ mask for domination, and that when deliberative the”

interest out of politics, they seem to be : forng :

RERT—
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One of the dangers in deliberative models is that cr1t1c1z$g the
role of interest in politics can bear more harshly on the li;pos'
sessed than on the advantaged. If the value attached to de era%
tion makes it harder for such groups to talk the languagle od
interests, this can end up confirming the status quo. Tl}e related
danger is that those calling for what will be regar ded as ext.rer;‘lhe
solutions will find it harder to make their interventions lntionz
recommended style. People often find themselves wuilnsﬁ:uak 4’
where they cannot produce the arguments that . at(i-lis f;
what they intuitively believe to be right. Some.tlmeﬁ'ch case
because there simply are no plausible arguments, 1 W les it is
one might say they are rightly silenced. But 'somenm S
because the arguments they would like to offg{ just seem .
the wall, too much at odds with the prevailing conszér;l;1 el
anyone to put them forward and still appear sane. happen
Greer once said that women’s liberation would not pper-
‘unless individual women agree to be outcasts, ecce:llmtchs'etg’.”
verts, and whatever the powers—that-be ch(?ose to ¢ o aeed
Fortunately for the rest of us, enough individual wo mthis by the
to take on the mantle of insanity (and were help?d - ble’ face
fact that there were a lot of them around). The I{fasor;;e wilder
of feminism has always derived part of its energy fro™ women
activities of its ‘radical’ fringe, as when those. e ave new
breaking windows and chaining themselves to railings € In the
Prominence to the law-abiding suffragist Campmgns e).ctremism
calmer reaches of deliberative democracy, €Xcess a;) s chance of
have no place. Yet without these, there would be les

ange. ies need
One way of thinking of this is to say that d?n::;:i:::lt nar-
advocates as well as deliberators: they need the in

L i itions
rowness of those who refuse to budge 'from thelrnli:l:l S\l’lfhos:alung
3s well as the more comprehensive vision that C% ot other people
on board opposing positions and adjusting t0 W% T g
have said. The process in which fiery advocéte? ganY observer of
into reasonable deliberators is familiar enough t

. tion and
Contemporary politics. It is often described as

co-optiont <
y want t0 defend a vision

Sometimes as betrayal. One would hardl 1o nents,
of politics in which people never h“e’.ﬁdt:o ttlllx’?p:‘ffgfo"f the
Dever revised their opinions, never submi ecessarily the

tter argument. But the good deliberator is not 0
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best of advocates, for the more skilled we become in entering
into other people’s positions or adapting our arguments to what
they will find persuasive, the more likely it is that we will detach
ourselves from the community whose interests we initially
shared. In societies where there are structural inequalities of
power, the resulting consensus may close down important
options.

It would be wrong to suggest that those writing about deliber-
ative democracy fail to notice the inequalities of contemporary
society: wrong not only because some writers within this tradi-
tion (most notably, Iris Young) are centrally concerned with
these inequalities, but also because one of the hopes attached to
deliberation is that it will make justice the key player in political
debate. At its best, an interest-aggregation model of democracy
can only help those who form the numerical majority. At its
worst, it won't even help these, for even majorities can be per-
suaded to vote for policies that go against their interests, and
quite often do so when they are convinced there are no alternat-
ives around. The hope attached to deliberation is that it filters
out arguments based on self-interest and replaces them by argu-
ments based on justice instead. This is said to be far more
promising as a way of dealing with racial injustice, for in detach-
ng the power of the argument from the weight of the numbers,
1t opens up the possibility that groups forming a numeric
minority might win the others to their side.?*

.It has also been said to be more promising as a way of dealing
with poverty, for once justice begins to shape the discussion,
we are more likely to consider poverty unjust. The interest-
aggregation model tends to take preferences as fixed and giver-
One of the problems with this is that preferences are always
formed in relation to what has become a social norm. If we have
come to think that certain claims are legitimate (perhaps because
of the successes of some earlier political movement, or of what 1S
now enshrined in our country’s laws), then we are more likely to
press them. Failing that, we tend to put up with our current con-
dltiqns. We do not like to live in a state of permanent resen®
mem:, ‘50 we. adjust our expectations downwards in order 10
- Survive and remain sane. The result is that people often adapt

o ndue limitations in available opportunities Of 0

und conditions’: it is because of this, one M

Deliberation anag e IAEpw==r
on the

suggest, that universal suffrage has had less of a: ;gizl- F we
distribution of property than its opponents on(;s the final word
take the preferences expressed through the ‘{)Ote demning large
on what governments should do, we may be coft ht even be a
sections of the community (in this.cfase’ l;;rn:lt)gre deliberative
majority) to persistently unjust cond1t1ox:i M losed doors.
process of policy formation could reopen those lied in the lit

To this extent, the ‘calling back o poht.ncs lmpld promote 2
erature on republicanism and de.hberatxo(rildrCO;1 nequalities in
stronger social radicalism that begins 0 @ d?s that failing sus-
income and power. The point [ have stressed 15 by implice-
tained efforts to deliver on political 'equahty‘ - an i
tion, sustained initiatives on economic €du -blty :ion depends on
promissory note. The value attached to delti e(;a nd involved;
whether ‘all those affected’ really are inclu e]itiis acts to bloc
too often, the critique of interest-group PO ean something
serious initiatives on this. If deliberation i to mething more,
other than what Edmund Burke meant by it — SO

bration of
. e 2 dates, or a celeb .
that is, than a rejection of binding ma‘irtl has t,o be combined wi

the legislators’ discretionary powers — . oking assem-
measfrles that guarantee more inclusive decision ITI;k;ggfree and
blies. Its credibility depends on W
equal access to decision-making ar€nsh o ,eir chance to
possibly affected by the decisions reaﬂy olitical equality than
agree. It depends on a far more substantlvgspon more substantive
we currently enjoy. That, in turty, depen

economic equality.

nas,
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Equal Yet Unequal?

oNfOte;?lifi?f ?Eoiﬁt was commonplace to scorn easy protestations
anyone seriousl ficontext ,Of an unequal world. How could
ical status, or ti'lc aim that rich and poor enjoyed the same polit-
and Politiéal ri ha}cz?n;(lmey was irrelevant to the exercise of civi
the equal ri hf to ow could anyone think that giving women
never lifted ga fi o vote made the two sexes equal, when men
were laughed nger to help with the housework and women
The gap betw OUthf court if they attempted ‘masculine’ jobs?
tive equality ife . 0{1;131 and real, ‘merely’ political and substan-
claims to eqilalia S evident enough to anyone who cared to see. If
would have to tgew:ﬁt; 30 acquire any deeper significance, they
eC;nomic change. ed to major programmes of social and
or ;
equalit; i‘fllar:ﬁzynigs(go?q and bad) reasons, proclamations of
paradoxical toda Atn? inequality have come to seem far less
that civil and poﬂﬁc 1 ong the good reasons is the recognition
universal suffrage al rights matter, and that a society based on
before the law isg s, Pop ularly contested elections, and equality
ities even when -ltlspenor to one that dispenses with these equal-
desired. Political 1 ZCIQnomlc arrangements leave much to be
still risk their livese quality is no small achievement, and people
repression and frosmggh.ng for ‘merely’ political rights. ‘In the
“Bread”, but for * gen privation of 1795, the cry is not for
was true for the F; reﬁd and the Constitution of 1793"."" What
day, though kn fenc ReV(?hltion continues true to the present
owledge of this has occasionally faltered.

Equal Yet Unequal?

Political equality matters even if undermined by economic
inequality. It matters as a statement of intent and a standar
against which to measure future achievements. More straightfor-
wardly, it matters because it already delivers something even
when that something is not so grand as it promised to be. A
society that recognizes all adults as political equals recognizes
their equal right to vote and stand for election; within certain
limits set by political order, it also recognizes the equal legiti-
macy of each citizen’s point of view. The first of these will not
equalize their political influence, but it does mean that each
citizen carries the same weight in the moment of casting a vote
and that none can be rejected without reason in the selection of
candidates for office. (You can be rejected without what you
regard as good reason, but it still matters that reasons have to be
given.) The second does not guarantee equality of respect, but
does mean that the most frowned-upon of opinions will still be
tolerated if they cannot be shown to do anyone any harm. These
achievements are not to be dismissed as ‘merely’ political.

Appreciation of the more basic rights and equalities tends to
be strongest among those still denied them (familiarity breeds
complacency, if not always contempt), and the rather shfn'fle-
faced recognition of this fact is part of what has shifted opinion

in the more established democracies. Critics of liberal democracy
have sometimes suggested that there is not much to cnoose
that there is only

between one-party and multi-party systems, or

a .SliVer of difference between civilian and military regigﬂei;
neither of which allows for substantive popular contrf)l- ‘?C
those still living

arguments usually appear less persuasive O utt o
under military or one-party rule. Disparagement of votmlf gglhestz
as fooling people into thinking they are equal has also ha

resonance among groups not yet gr anted the nghts of tcliﬁf eﬁ;l;g
or prevented from registering to vote. An equality th2 . this is
be vitally important;

other inequalities untouched can still ’ )
more widely accepted among social critics than it was in the
1960s or 1970s. ' K place
It hardly needs saying that this change of heart w-oalisfn a
during the waxing of liberalism and ‘waning of soctmmé of
process that simultaneously threw into relief the un;;o hieving
political rights and equalities and the difficulties 0% 5C_ ¢ this
fundamental economic change. I am not SUr€.¥
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into the category of good or bad reasons for changing one’s views
on the relationship between political and economic equality:
good, I suppose, if it stops people embarking on poorly thought-
out and harshly imposed programmes of economic transforma-
tion; bad if it encourages them to put up with whatever
economic inequalities happen to emerge. Countries still vary sig-
nificantly in their internal distribution of income and wealth,
their social provision for education and health, and the tax rates
they impose; even within the broad framework of market society
and capitalist production, there is considerable scope for reducing
economic inequality. It may be utopian to talk of eliminating all
inequalities. It is not utopian to say economic inequalities can be
significantly reduced.

The decoupling of political from economic equality arises, in
part, from the belief that it is easier to act on the first than the
second. I have suggested that it also arises from a recognition that
political equality is less advanced in the established democracies
than previous generations thought it to be, and that there is 2
great deal of unfinished business in working out what it means to
treat citizens as equals. I have referred to more straightforward
examples of this, like the current attack on principles of heredi-
tary privilege in the British House of Lords. I have discussed (at
somewhat greater length) more controversial examples, like the
growing conviction that political equality remains incomplete
until there is a more equitable distribution of elected positions
between black and white, women and men, and that procedures
51_10‘11‘1 be put in place to break existing monopolies. In earlier
discussions, discrepancies between statement and reality -
between saying all citizens have the same political rights regard-
less of sex or the colour of their skin, and then finding that those
elected are typically male and white — might have been taken as
proving the inadequacy of ‘merely’ political equality. Nowadays,
1t is more commonly taken as evidence that political equality is
not yet in place.

In t-hiS, as in other examples discussed through the book, the
meaning of political equality has been revisited, and the idea that
Citizens already enjoy their equal civil and political rights has
Cy been held up to closer scrutiny. Where earlier generations sm.ne-
fimes gave the impression that the battle for civil and politi
as over-and that all remaining activity would take pl‘ace

Equal Yet Unequal?

in the economic realm, current thinking stresses the very p?tchy
nature of citizenship, particularly for women and those 1r}1l an
ethnic or racial minority. This does not mean pe.ople.e ave
retreated from grand projects of economic eguahzatlon to
content themselves with their meagre political rights. A more
accurate description is that much of the energy that usefl toaﬁg
into promoting economic equality now goes into deepening

extending equalities in the political sphere.

A major part of this, I have argued, is the reworking of equal-

rich
ity to address questions of difference. Wry comments about

and poor being equally entitled to the protection °f1the ‘lilvz ;ﬁ
defend their private property, or equally ent_ltled tos eep equal-
the streets at night, also alert us to the emptiness 0 seemgarg fes
ity as a matter of treating everyone the same. Bult ex l:;he
derived from differences in income Of weal.thd It> ay eggle i
unequal impact of same treatment when applied to P o treat
unequal conditions, suggesting that it may be neceiiag than the
people differently (perhaps give more t0 the poor éa O ilar
same as is given to the rich) in order to produce biective
outcome. This does not take issue with s.amenesz a}j 3ﬂcgi év d b),r
only with foolish notions that this objective could be 2
ignoring self-evident inequalities. . i
Exarrglples derived fro?n differences in culture, religion, ethni

ikely to query
City — to a lesser extent, gender or race — aretﬁl Otr:a]rlnke Zreatment,
the desirability of sameness. The argument tha

. S the
regardless of differences of sex or race, 1:()“:; ealzrvgment that
route to equality stays reasonably close  their inequality-

treating rich and poor the same only con depend on
The idea that equal citizenship should not be gaﬁ::e :ipliciﬂy
women proving themselves the same 3% m

ent that
queries the value of sameness. So, t00, doesui:leentar g;lrm minority
fefu.Sing to sanction any differences ij tr-ea orms on
cultural groups can unfairly impose maORY B o poples in
groups; or that refusing to accommodate titical aditions can
their efforts to sustain distinct legal anislzocountria are
end up as forced assimilation. When m _ when minorities
ally, linguistically and ethnically dlv,ec;’:‘? s as language Tights,
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national symbols’? - the idea that equal citizenship involves
assimilating minorities into whatever happen to be the majority’s
norms seems patently unfair. It should not be necessary for
people to make themselves the same as the others in order to
qualify for equal respect.

Democracies have to be able to recognize their citizens as
equal though different: this is one of the points I have laboured.
It is a confusion of categories, however, to slide from this to
saying people can be equal yet unequal. In the history of gender
relations, there was a long tradition of presenting women as
men’s superiors: often enough, not just equal and different but
different and superior, with the women represented as more
refined, more sensitive, more moral than the men. (It was usually
the men who said this: Mary Wollstonecraft trashed the idea.)
Feminists became skilled in recognizing such protestations of
respect for what they were, and many of them came to dislike
the very sound of ‘equal but different’. Others did see the sexes
as different, but doubted the intentions of those who employed
this difference to justify unequal treatment in employment or
education or law. The key question has always been whether it
makes sense to talk of equality of respect between groups whose
material conditions are so markedly different. Equality might not
mean sameness, but can it be compatible with such an extra-
ordinary imbalance in income, life-chances and power?

Recent discourses of difference have, to some extent, muddied
the waters around equality by making convergence in material
conditions seem too much of an assimilationist goal. In the case
of feminism, there is a line of argument that views claims to
emp.loyment equality as overly tarnished by images of women
making themselves ‘equal’ by turning themselves into facsimiles

of men, and prefers to insist on the distinctive values associated

with mothering and the many reasons why women might choose
to stay at home with thejr

) children rather than pursuing high-
Paid careers. This is fine as a critique of any version of feminism
that treated children as an obstruction, or saw sexual equality 35
women assimilating themselves to the life-patterns of men. It is
less compelling as a critique of convergence, where the main

concern has been to enable both women and men to change the
Patterns of their lives. - g i

_x]mpﬂm#’aS:it»is; the ‘emphasis on difference risks turning
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access’ to pOlitiIc)al (1:1 faun that citizens must have ‘free and equal
are constrained in th o0 lgng as large sections of the citize
money, education coen:xerclse O.f their political rights by laCkmf;}i’?
ity will always rm’g rathaCt}s; or time, declarations of basic equal-
politics always raise - .ollow. Formal rights to participate in
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mc:lasures to equalize edugatg)lzj qléeStiox}s will include strong
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of democratic lin;epghtlcal access disturb the complacent surface
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unequal in thejr mcita X4 of status when people are ’so markedly
economic equality i erial conditions. When the case for greater
viduals have the ef’;:ctn; ade'to turn exclusively on whether indi-
On a patronizing - and Ve right to participate in politics, it turns
thesis about the 'nh In its starker formulations uncom’/incing—
politically inert ,Ir.,}llc being politically energeti’c and the poor
political activism b ;: .does not fit too well with the history of
tance than it Ce;n bel: als? loads political life with more impor-
Income and wealth j thr % ,the only reason for redistributing
fully in politics | s that this will allow me to participate more
life is busy enou }imlgrht well decline the favour: I might feel my
well, UnderStoog i: t}elady without having to take up politics as
Participation and inf] e narrower sense of equality in political
enough basis on whj huence’ political equality is not a strong
_It is when we take iica to (?uild arguments for economic reform.
in equal regard that th $ a deeper claim about holding all citizens
Political equality. € connections become more compelling
defining beliefs o}yéhm this deeper sense, has become one of the
sense of unqualified € current age - in a way that makes a non-
arian ideals. In m assertl.ons about people giving up on egalit-
less about equahtyp%f eption, people now care more rather than
equals (what makes h,-g are more insistent on their standing a5
er think she can tef] think he is better than I? what makes
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e everything the authorities say.
al influence is distributed accord-

many budding egalitarians
in the end, cares? But faced

subordinate position or believ
Faced with evidence that politic
ing to wealth or family connections,
may still shrug their shoulders: who,

with evidence that one kind of person is regarded as of less
account than some other — that office workers are considered of
less account than executives, plumbers of less account than
doctors, or women of less account than men — the most accom-

modating of individuals is likely to register a complaint. Taken in
this broader sense, this is a time of greater egalitarianism, not

less.
Because there is a relationship between social standing and
then follow about the way

material conditions, certain things

democracies have to organize their economic affairs. A society
that condones excesses of poverty in the midst of wealth, or
arbitrarily rewards one skill with one hundred times the wages of
another, is not recognizing its citizens as of equal human worth.
On the contrary, it is making it harder than ever for the members
of that society to keep up their pretence that they consider their
fellow citizens their equals. There are always some individuals
capable of that act of imagination that discards social and eco-
nomic stereotypes and looks through differences in income,
experience, or wealth to the essential humanity beyond: the best

of novelists do this in their writing, though only rarely in their

personal lives. The majority of us succumb to more surface
impressions. It is hard to sustain a strong sense of equal worth

between people whose life experiences are fundamental}y differ-
ent, and all too easy to fall back on self-serving justifications that
hip than the wealthy or

present the poor as less sensitive to hards ‘ '
ith the repetitive tedium of semi-

t be necessary to sustain

skilled work. Strict equality may no ),
equality of worth (given the unlikelihood of achieving such an
ry condition), but

equality, one can only hope this isn’t a necessa .
ideals of equal citizexzshippcannot survive unscathed by great dif-
ferentials in income and wealth. When the gap between rich an
poor opens up too widely, it becomes meaningless to pretend we
have recognized all adults as equals. o

In the case of gender and race, I have pressed th1s point fur:iherf
to argue that political equality is incompatible with any kind o
gap. Some will see this as ridiculously overstated: surely it 15
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possible for men and women to regard each other as intrinsically
equal even when their life-patterns significantly diverge? Surely
racism can be eradicated without establishing arithmetical equal-
ity between white people and black? I cannot prove that my pes-
simism is justified (though current evidence seems mostly on my
side), and will be happy enough if readers just recognize the
legitimacy of the worry. Of course people can be politically
equal even when different. Of course they can be politically
equal even when unequal in some aspects of their lives. There
are none the less certain kinds of inequality and difference that
make a mockery of the political claim. In these cases, it remains
as weird as ever to say that people are equal yet unequal.
Though the explanation lies in the lengthy battles people
fought for their political rights and equalities, it has always aston-
ished me that any elite-ridden, unequal society should have con-
.cedec.l the principle of political equality, when this principle so
invariably generates pressure towards further and deeper equality.
e process of recognizing others as political equals almost always
leads people to question the remaining non-political inequalities.
(Opponents of democracy have long been aware of this phenom-
enon.) This last — perhaps most important — point about political
eﬂ‘}ahty has even wider ramifications than the economic con-
ditions for the practice of political equality, for inequality begins
to ]?cher people, even when it has no particularly dire effects on
pohpcal equalities and rights. Part of what happens in 2 demo-
cratic political culture is that people become impatient wi
S“m)"mding inequalities and less willing to put up with what they
iercewe as injustice: less prepared to heap rewards on those w.ho
t}?;’:e tl})le talepts capitalism currently admires while puni i
e :rn with a physical disability; less prepared to rew:\}rIe
jorende ™ to wealthy parents while punishing thc?se born on
er side of the tracks. Arbitrariness and unfairness begin ©
Seem less be.arable, less part of the normal fabric of life. At thls
, zgg".év:i‘ meql.l?}lities that pose little direct threat to legal, o
B 1scls eQ}l?Ilhtlés begin to come into question. - demo-
rabier cult;iras 'ﬂ'imk; part of the normal evolution %}: 2 2e~i!i
SRS e ¢, why then is there such a wall of indifference -
. nemporary society, so little questioning of economic in€4
; I believe, because the arguments linking
equality have become less compelling,

oliﬁqﬁ B
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others will look for ways of making the par O)rut;cmce currently
the midst of inequality seem less so. The impo

. . 'm era_
attached to personal responsibility fits well with thlls‘cllf)t;cle' lzvhat
tive, for it allows us to treat as products of personaCtural e eqaal-
an earlier generation might have described as StrrudrcumstanCCS;
ity. When we no longer feel able to change ou
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uld rather believe them equitable and j -

weAvg:inS(i glﬁs %racl(:grz;d, it might seem that .the reﬁ questlg:w

not which equalities matter but what (if anyt'h.mg) C‘ous . estiga-
make market societies more equal, and that failing seri

tion of alternatives, the arguments ! p“fsuf{:::v er compelling the
effect. In many ways, I agree with t}uscal cultural and economic
theoretical connections between POhu_ " —idence about what is
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