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For the medieval philosopher St. Thomas Aquinas, the idea of
hell posed one hell of a problem. He revered the Bible, of
course, and the Bible says that punishment should fit the
crime—as the famous phrase has it, “an eye for an eye, a tooth
for a tooth.” Yet the horrors of hell last forever, making hell an
infinitely bad punishment. Wouldn’t hell, then, be a fitting re-
sponse only to an infinitely bad crime? But—and here is the
problem—how could any finite human being possibly be
guilty of such a crime? 

Here is Aquinas’s answer: “Sin which is committed
against God is infinite. For the sin is the more serious, as the
person against whom one sins is the greater. For example, it is
a more serious sin to kill a prince than to kill a private citizen.
But the greatness of God is infinite. Therefore, one deserves
infinite punishment for a sin that is committed against God.”1

In short, when a person commits a crime, we are to measure
the seriousness of that crime with reference to the “greatness”
of the party wronged by the crime. Since God’s greatness is in-
finite, an offense against God counts as an infinite crime.

To be sure, Aquinas’s answer has its problems (for one
thing, it implies that the average murderer’s crime is on a par
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with Hitler’s crime—both are infinitely bad!). But that is neither
here nor there, for this is not an essay on theology but on polit-
ical philosophy. Aquinas’s answer is worth examining even in
an essay on political philosophy because it contains an idea
with political implications that are worth exploring, namely, the
idea of wronging a being’s “greatness.” “Greatness” is one of
many such words Aquinas could have used to express his idea;
other similar words include “honor,” “majesty,” “augustness,”
“magnificence,” “sublimity,” and—to use a word that will fig-
ure prominently in the pages to come—“dignity.” This allows
us to redescribe Aquinas’s idea in different terms. When
Aquinas says that the ultimate crime is to sin against God’s
greatness, we might say he means that the ultimate crime is to
fail to show due respect for the dignity of God.

Aquinas’s main focus is on God, but he also mentions
princes and private citizens, and it is here we can discern the po-
litical implications of his idea. They are not appealing implica-
tions, for they are mired in the distinctly unappealing political
assumptions of the Middle Ages. It is a greater crime, Aquinas
says, to kill a prince than it is to kill a private citizen. In fact, this
medieval idea of “greater dignity, greater crime” was explicitly
formalized in feudal Anglo-Saxon England in the institution of
the wergild. The wergild fixed the value of each person’s life: a
serf’s wergild was less than a noble’s wergild, which in turn was
less than a king’s wergild. If you killed someone, the law re-
quired you to pay that person’s wergild. As Marilyn McCord
Adams comments, “On this system, someone might be able to
afford to kill a serf, but not a noble, or a noble but not a king. . . .
[G]uilt was proportional to the augustness or majesty of the of-
fended party and not just to the act of the offence.”2

Fortunately, times have changed. If you respond in horror
to the wergild system, then to that extent you have internal-
ized an egalitarian idea of first-order importance, namely, the
idea of the equal dignity of human beings. It is this egalitarian
idea that lies at the foundation of the political philosophy de-
fended in this chapter, which I will call “democratic liberal-
ism.” To that defense I now turn.
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1. Dignity and Responsible Choice

Let us begin by exploring the idea of dignity. Consider a
thought experiment described by the American philosopher
William James. In a discussion of utopian political visions,
James poses the following question: 

If the hypothesis were offered us of a world in which [various
thinkers’] utopias should be all outdone, and millions kept
permanently happy on the one simple condition that a certain
lost soul on the far-off edge of things should lead a life of
lonely torture, what except a specifical and independent sort
of emotion can it be which would make us immediately feel,
even though an impulse arose within us to clutch at the hap-
piness so offered, how hideous a thing would be its enjoyment
when deliberately accepted as the fruit of such a bargain?3

I suggest that the “emotion” to which James refers is surely
none other than that of respect, namely, respect for the dignity
of that “certain lost soul” whose torture would guarantee
the happiness of millions. The power of this idea of dignity
is apparent from the size of the benefit—unimaginable
happiness—that is foregone in its name.

What is it, though, that gives a human being such a pow-
erful dignity? The most plausible answer looks to our impres-
sive mental capabilities: our self-consciousness, our capacity
to imagine future consequences, to articulate our values, to
deliberate as to which course of action is best, to guide our
choices by these deliberations, and so on.4 This is a plausible
answer, because this constellation of mental capabilities al-
lows adult human beings to cross an important threshold,
namely, the threshold that separates beings who are morally re-
sponsible for their actions from beings who are not. The pow-
ers of choice that ordinary human adults possess are such that
they are responsible for their choices in a way that young chil-
dren, for instance, are not. That is a significant difference, well
worthy of a deep respect. This fact is acknowledged in the nu-
merous distinctions we draw between appropriate ways of
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treating adults and appropriate ways of treating children.
“Show me some respect,” a young adult might say to her eld-
ers who persist in treating her as a not-yet-responsible being.

Of course, a number of puzzles accompany the notion of
moral responsibility. Where exactly should we draw the line
between beings who are responsible for their actions and be-
ings who are not? Moreover, insofar as moral responsibility is
widely thought to depend on the existence of a free will, we
face the well-known challenge of how free will can exist in a
world of atoms and energy bound by scientific laws. Clearly,
it would be foolish of me to attempt to solve this deep chal-
lenge in the short space I have here. Instead I will be content
to note that regardless of the puzzles that abound in the de-
bate over free will, it is hard to deny that there is surely some
difference between adults and children that warrants us treat-
ing them differently. Adult decision making is typically com-
petent in the way a young child’s simply is not. The capacity
for this sort of competent decision making is what I have in
mind when I speak of the capacity for responsible choice. The
free-will debate, however it turns out, will surely not erase all
morally relevant distinctions between adult and children. 

In proposing that politics be founded on respect for human
dignity, understood in terms of the distinctive human capacity
for choice, I am aligning myself with a long-standing tradition
in moral philosophy, the best-known adherents of which range
from the ancient Greek and Roman Stoics to the eighteenth-
century German philosopher Immanuel Kant and beyond.5 I
will later have more to say about Kant’s position in particular.
For now, though, I want to continue to develop this foundation
for politics. Toward that end, the next obvious question to ask
is this: Supposing the source of human dignity does lie in our
capacity for responsible choice, what does it mean to respect
this capacity? The answer to this is threefold: one respects the
capacity for responsible choice by observing a strong pre-
sumption against impairing it, against constraining it, and
against ignoring it (that is, against failing to recognize its exis-
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tence).6 Each of these ways of failing to respect dignity requires
commentary. The next section takes up this task.

2. Respecting Human Dignity

The most devastating way one can fail to respect another per-
son’s dignity is by failing to recognize any presumption
against impairing that person’s capacity for responsible choice.
In general, one impairs a person’s capacity for responsible
choice by crippling the mental capabilities necessary for re-
sponsible agency or by preventing their healthy development.
Certain forms of abuse, both physical and psychological, can
produce this result, especially if the victim is a child. Quite
plausibly, too, a person’s capacity for responsible choice is crip-
pled while he or she is in the grip of a severe substance addic-
tion. Additionally, one can impair other people’s capacity for
choice by paralyzing them with fear or by incapacitating them
with intense and prolonged pain—and so on. In all these cases
the implications for dignity are especially severe. For when a
person’s capacity for responsible choice is destroyed, we may
say that his or her dignity is correspondingly diminished.7

The second way in which one can fail to respect another
person’s dignity is by failing to observe any presumption
against constraining the exercise of that person’s capacity for
responsible choice. The clearest case of this lies in physical
constraints on a person’s body. At the extreme, the person is
shackled to a dungeon wall, thereby removing nearly all op-
portunity for action. A prison cell allows a greater scope of ac-
tion than a set of shackles but drastically less scope than exists
outside of prison—and so on for other less impairing physical
restraints. In the case of constraint, it is not genuinely apt to
say that the constrained person’s dignity is diminished, for un-
like the case of impairment, the person’s capacity for respon-
sible choice will remain intact so long as the constraint is not
so extreme as to be mentally incapacitating. Rather, the harm
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of constraint lies in preventing the person from using this ca-
pacity in significant ways. This is a serious harm, for ideally
one’s life should reflect one’s dignity, much like the moon re-
flects the light of the sun. While constrained, however, a per-
son’s life does not reflect his or her capacity for responsible
choice, much like the moon no longer reflects any light while
in the earth’s shadow during a lunar eclipse. For this reason,
it is best not to say the person’s dignity is diminished, as we did
in the previous case of impairment; rather, we should say that
the person’s dignity is obscured. 

In addition to physical constraints, there is another impor-
tant sort of constraint by which one may obscure another per-
son’s dignity, namely, threat-based constraints. The paradigm
instance of this type of constraint is a mugger with a gun in his
hand who says, “Your money or your life.” Complying with
his demand, you might later say, “He forced me to hand over
my wallet; I had no choice but to do as he said.” Of course, in
a technical sense this is not quite right: you could have made a
dash for it, or tried to tackle the mugger, or defiantly said to
him, “No, you’ll just have to shoot me if you want my money.”
From this technical point of view, the mugger does not con-
strain you unless and until he does so physically. We should
however ask why, contrary to this technical point, it seems so
natural to say that you were forced to do as the mugger said,
even if no shot was ever fired. It is natural to say that you were
forced to hand over your money, despite having some choice
in a technical sense, because owing to the lethal threat against
your life you had no “real” choice, we might say. Your choice
was between handing over your wallet or putting your life in
serious jeopardy; those were your only options. Since the latter
option is an intolerable one, handing over the money was your
only tolerable option. Given this, no one could reasonably hold
you responsible for the loss of the money; your exercise of re-
sponsible choice was constrained during the mugging. During
that time, your dignity was obscured—eclipsed, we might say,
by the dark shadow of the mugger’s deed.
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This discussion of constraining a person’s exercise of re-
sponsible choice helps us to understand one of our core val-
ues, namely, the value of freedom. This is so because
constraints on people’s exercise of their powers of choice are
in fact constraints on their freedom. It thus follows that re-
spect for a person’s dignity requires one to respect that per-
son’s freedom. There is yet more that respect for dignity
requires. For in addition to underlying the core value of hu-
man freedom, I now will argue that the ideal of respect for hu-
man dignity also underlies the core value of human equality. 

The key question to ask about the value of equality is: In
what sense are people equal? The answer to this question is
hardly obvious; after all, some people are stronger than others,
some are smarter, virtuous, better looking, more artistic, more
personable, and so on. The ideal of respect for human dignity
has an answer to this question, however. Recall the mental pre-
requisites of responsible choice mentioned earlier: our self-
consciousness, our capacity to imagine future consequences, to
articulate our values, to deliberate as to which course of action is
best, to act on our choices, and so on. To be sure, people differ in
each of these mental abilities; some are better than others at
imagining future consequences, or at guiding their choices by
their deliberations, etc. Yet once a person’s degree of these abili-
ties passes a certain threshold, we rightly hold him or her to be
capable of responsible choice. That is to say, all those who pass a
basic line of competency share the status of “responsible being,”
even if some are more competent than others. (Compare the
class of responsible beings with the class of pregnant women—
all of the women in this class are pregnant, even though some
are more advanced in their pregnancy than others.)8 Impor-
tantly, this is not to say all members of this class do in fact make
choices we judge to be wise, prudent, moral, etc.; many do not.
Rather, it is to say that members of this class make choices—
good or bad—for which we can properly hold them responsible.

On this account of equality, one respects another person
as an equal by recognizing in one’s actions the other person’s
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status as a being capable of responsible choice. Failing to do
this is another failure of respect for human dignity, alongside
impairing a person’s capacity for responsible choice, or con-
straining its exercise. One fails to recognize other people’s sta-
tus as beings capable of responsible choice when one treats
them as something other than such a being. Consider in this
regard the famous formula of Kant, according to which you
should “always treat humanity, whether in your own person
or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but al-
ways at the same time as an end.”9 Suppose for instance (to
take one of Kant’s own examples) that I borrow some money
from another person and make a lying promise to repay it,
with no intention ever to do so. In this case I am surely not
treating the other as a person in her own right, with her own
life to lead and own choices to make; rather I am treating her
as nothing more than, say, an ATM machine with buttons I
may push to obtain free money.

So treating others as mere instruments for achieving your
personal ends is one way of failing to recognize others as re-
sponsible beings, and thus one way of failing to treat them as
equals. Moreover, treating others as mere instruments is not
the only way of failing to treat them as equals (that is, of fail-
ing to treat them as “ends,” to use the Kantian lingo). You
might for instance treat them as pieces of refuse to be de-
stroyed or cleared away (as in cases of “ethnic cleansing”). Or
you might treat them paternalistically, as incompetent at mak-
ing their own choices—say, by censoring what they read, or by
assigning them their occupation, choosing their spouses for
them, etc. Or you might treat them as nothing at all, as nonen-
tities. You would do this, for instance, if you look upon other
people who are suffering impairment of their capacity for re-
sponsible choice, or a constraint on its exercise, and you treat
them with indifference despite being able to help them with
only a reasonable level of effort on your part. Finally, you
might in light of a stereotype view other people as beings
whose choices are fated to take a certain form; in this case you
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are treating others as mere cardboard cutouts of people, not
full-blooded ones. In short (and at the cost of some linguistic
infelicity), we can say that respecting people’s capacity for re-
sponsible choice requires that we observe a very strong pre-
sumption against treating people in instrumentalizing,
refusizing, infantilizing, nonentitizing, or stereotyping
ways—that is, against treating them as inferiors, rather than
as equals who are capable of responsible choice.

To fail to observe this presumption, we may say, is to insult
another person’s dignity, and hence to fail to respect it. Thus we
may set insulting other people’s dignity alongside the other fail-
ures of respect previously examined: diminishing other people’s
dignity by impairing their capacity for responsible choice, and
obscuring other people’s dignity by constraining their exercise
of this capacity. Much of the rest of this chapter will be an ex-
ploration of the political implications of the strong presumption
against these ways of failing to respect human dignity. 

3. The Liberal Principle of Legitimacy

So far we have focused on the dignity of the human individual,
which has led to an understanding of the freedom and equal-
ity of individuals. But of course, human individuals live in so-
cieties. This is surely part of our nature; as Aristotle famously
said, humans are social animals.10 In fact, our capacity for re-
sponsible choice itself requires nurturing social relations for
its development. Young children who through some misfor-
tune are forced to grow up on their own in the woods—“feral
children,” as they are called—are hardly recognizable as hu-
man, so irreparably diminished are their linguistic and other
cognitive skills.11 It is time, then, that we considered what im-
plications the ideal of respect for dignity has for the way we
ought to organize our societies.

The first question to ask is what society is. I propose we un-
derstand society as a system of cooperation by which members
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gain in their ability to complete the fundamental tasks of liv-
ing. Certainly, compared to a solitary existence, life in society
better enables one to feed, clothe, shelter, and protect oneself
from nature’s threats. The enablement that social cooperation
makes possible need not be limited to enabling us in meeting
our basic needs, however. Whatever goals one has beyond
meeting one’s basic needs, the resources (both physical and
human) that cooperation generates will better enable one to
meet those goals, compared with a Robinson Crusoe–style ex-
istence (and even Crusoe, remember, was raised in human so-
ciety). These same resources will also better enable one to
fulfill whatever basic moral duties one has (these too ought to
be reckoned tasks of living).

This system of social cooperation should be one that re-
spects the dignity of its members. This is easier said than done,
however, for a fundamental dilemma arises in this regard. For
societies of more than a handful of people, after all, coopera-
tion requires authoritative rules; the history of human experi-
ence is testament to this fact. Moreover, in a world of less than
perfect beings, these rules will need to be enforced via some
sanctions, especially when there is potential for serious con-
flicts of interest. In general, sanctions against uncooperative
behavior can take many forms, as a glance at various forms of
cooperation shows. Examples include the withdrawal of good
will (if you refuse to buy a round of beers when your turn
comes, you will not get invited out again), penalties assigned
by referees in sports,12 the withdrawal of privileges (disbarring
lawyers, removing medical licenses, etc.), and the fines and im-
prisonment meted out by criminal law. These last sorts of sanc-
tions most acutely raise the dilemma I have in mind.
Imprisonment and heavy fines, after all, constrain people’s ex-
ercise of their capacity for responsible choice. Moreover, inso-
far as punishment of this sort makes some people (the
punished) subordinate to others (the punishers), it is in danger
of failing to recognize other people as beings who are compe-
tent to make their own choices. The fundamental dilemma of
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human dignity, then, is this: On the one hand, as the case of
feral children shows, the human capacity for responsible
choice requires some sort of society for its development; yet on
the other hand, society requires authoritative rules, the en-
forcement of which both constrains people’s exercise of their
capacity for responsible choice (thus threatening their free-
dom) and risks failing to recognize people as beings capable of
responsible choice (thus threatening their equality). Put in
terms of dignity, we may express the fundamental dilemma as
this: Human dignity is diminished outside of society, and yet
in society it risks being obscured or insulted. 

How, then, can we reconcile the binding rules necessary
for life in society with respect for human dignity—in particu-
lar, with respect for other people as free and equal beings?
This puzzle is especially acute for political society, since in the
typical case (immigration being the exception) one is simply
born into the society in which one lives. Unlike the case, say,
in which a group of friends all agree to play basketball, there
does not appear to be any voluntary act in which all citizens
consent to the rules of their society.13 I believe the best re-
sponse to the fundamental dilemma of human dignity is to
follow the twentieth-century philosopher John Rawls and rec-
ommend that society be ordered along the lines of what he
calls “the liberal principle of legitimacy.” According to this
principle, political decisions are legitimate insofar as they are
conducted in accordance with a constitution the essentials of
which it is reasonable to expect all citizens to accept as free
and equal citizens.14 This means the basic rules of society
should be chosen so as to create a reasonable balance among
the various inevitable threats to human dignity, chief among
which are the threats of constraint and insult. 

Begin first with the threat of constraints. Here it is impor-
tant to realize that because not all choices a person might make
are equally significant—some choices are much more fateful
than others—it follows that not all constraints on choice are
equally significant. In particular, it is not reasonable to expect
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citizens to accept a distribution of constraints that significantly
constrains the fateful choices of their lives—the choice of occu-
pation, of spouse, of friends; the choice whether to have chil-
dren; and so on. By contrast, lesser constraints, such as
reasonable taxes, red lights at intersections, anti-pollution laws,
and so on, will leave citizens largely free to choose the shape of
lives. This suggests that in asking what set of basic social rules
it is reasonable to expect citizens to accept, one key criterion is
whether proposed sets of rules are likely to leave citizens with
a tolerable amount of choice over the shape of their lives. 

This is key, for absent such choice a person’s mode of life
becomes that of a mere creature of circumstance; his or her
dignity is obscured, and hence his or her life is degraded. The
choice over the shape of one’s life, moreover, must be a real
one, in the sense explored above when discussing the case of
mugging. It will not do, for instance, for a totalitarian state to
say, “Well, our citizens do in fact have a choice of their lives’
shape—a choice between the gulag and conformity.” Like-
wise, consider an impoverished worker who lives on the edge
of disaster and must constantly face “choices” in which all but
a handful of options have intolerable consequences: do this or
face hunger, do this or face illness, do this or face eviction, do
this or see your children suffer, and so on. Since her existence
is merely one of lurching from crisis to crisis, she has no sig-
nificant choice over the shape of her life. Although her exer-
cise of her capacity for responsible choice is not as constrained
as that of gulag prisoner’s, it is significantly constrained all
the same. We might say that while gulag prisoners and im-
poverished workers are of course alive, they are not living
much of a life.15 To actively live a life requires at least a toler-
able amount of choice among sets of tolerable options. Hence
we can say this about the threat to dignity that comes with the
constraints that life in society imposes on a person’s freedom:
In choosing a set of basic rules that it is reasonable to expect
all citizen to accept, one key criterion is whether they leave cit-
izens with genuine choices over the shape of their lives. 
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What, though, about the second threat to dignity identified
above, the threat to citizen’s equality? This was the risk inher-
ent in any distinction between the rulers and the ruled, namely,
the risk of failing to recognize citizens’ status as beings capable
of leading their own lives via their capacity for responsible
choice. The proper response to this threat surely lies in some
form of democracy, which gives citizens an equal share of vot-
ing power, thereby recognizing in a significant way their equal
status as beings capable of responsible choice. By contrast, to
live under a dictatorship (even a benevolent one) and be given
no say as to who rules and what laws they create, is not to live
as a competent adult who can order his or her own affairs.
Rather, it is to live as a schoolboy or schoolgirl, in thrall to
those in authority, and with little or no recourse to challenge
their dictates. The line of argument from respect for dignity to
democratic government is thus straight and short.

Putting this element of democracy together with the goal
of leaving citizens free to shape their lives gives us a response
to the fundamental dilemma of human dignity; we can con-
clude that society’s basic social rules should establish a liberal
democracy—that is, a democratic form of government limited
by a constitutionally guaranteed set of individual rights that en-
sure one has significant freedom to choose the shape of one’s
life. The dignity-based political philosophy that recommends
this form of government I will refer to as democratic liberalism.
As with any political philosophy, however, much depends on
the details. What precise form should democracy take, and pre-
cisely which rights should be guaranteed? I will consider each
of these questions in turn, beginning with individual rights.

4. The Dignity-Based Conception of Rights

We can group individual rights into civil rights, personal rights,
economic rights and political rights. Basic civil rights include
rights to freedom of expression, freedom of association, and
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freedom of conscience.16 Basic personal rights include a right to
bodily integrity (which encompasses more specific rights
against slavery and against cruel and unusual punishment, as
well as rights against murder and assault) and a right to pri-
vacy. The right to privacy is a complex one that encompasses
more specific rights against unreasonable searches and
seizures, as well as rights to choose the form of one’s intimate
relations, for example. These latter rights include a strong pre-
sumption against interfering with a person’s choices regarding
friends, sexual relations, and children (whether to have chil-
dren at all, and if so, how to raise them). Basic economic rights in-
clude the right to hold personal property and make contracts
on equal terms with others (a right formerly denied to wives,
who in the past could only hold property in their husband’s
name) and rights against discrimination (as a job-seeker, em-
ployee, or consumer). Basic political rights include the equal
right to vote and run for office; rights against discrimination in
public services (education, government benefits, etc.); and such
due process rights as the right to equality before the law and the
right to contest any charges against one in a fair and timely trial.

This is a long list of rights. Moreover, each right on the list
has a complex structure; books discussing them fill library
shelves, and in the space I have here I cannot hope to argue for
any of them in detail. What I hope instead to do is indicate in
outline form how the understanding of human dignity—and
in particular, the understanding of human freedom and equal-
ity that follows from this, which I have called democratic
liberalism—supports these rights. Take freedom of expression
as a case in point. Some of the argument for this is admittedly
of a purely instrumental character. For example, it may be
dangerous to entrust a government with even a limited power
to censor speech, for once having this taste of power, those in
charge may tyrannically seek ever more. Moreover, freedom
of expression is needed to promote the vigorous public debate
on which democracy relies. These are powerful arguments,
but I do not think they exhaust the case for freedom of ex-
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pression. The latter argument would offer little protection to
nonpolitical forms of expression. The former argument risks
overestimating, in paranoid fashion, the prospects of govern-
mental tyranny. In addition, I fail to see how a very general
worry about tyranny can generate a specific account of several
necessary limits to freedom of expression (such as restrictions
on libel, which I will discuss in a moment). 

Fortunately, not all of the argument for the right to free-
dom of expression is of an instrumental nature. This right
gains obvious intrinsic support from considerations of dig-
nity, and its emphasis on the importance of an ability to give
shape to one’s life. Censors, after all, may deprive a person of
valuable information she needs in shaping her life. In cases of
significant state control of information, it is the state that sig-
nificantly shapes citizens’ lives, rather than citizens shaping
their own lives. Moreover, since a person’s conception of her
fundamental moral duties is among the most important of
contours in the shape of her life, it follows that insofar as these
duties require her to speak or express herself in other ways,
freedom of expression is a necessary element of her ability to
shape her life. (Think in this regard of a religious person who
believes that God requires her to be a “witness” to religious
truth and evangelize on its behalf, or think of a person who
believes that he has a fundamental moral duty to speak out
against serious injustices of which he is aware.) For such peo-
ple, limits on expression will be experienced as limits on their
ability to shape their lives in fundamental ways.17

Considerations of human equality also support freedom
of expression. In general, the ideal of respecting humans as
equals translates into the political sphere as an ideal of equal
citizenship; laws and social practices should not distinguish
between first- and second-class members of society. Instead
the mass of citizens should be recognized as competent adults
who are themselves capable of making responsible choices.
That is to say, authorities should presume each adult citizen to
be capable of responsible choice. This presumption may not

The Politics of Dignity / 93

05-087 (05) Ch 04.qxd  3/15/05  4:53 PM  Page 93



be true in every case; some adult citizens indeed may be so
imprudent that they fail to qualify as competent at leading
their own lives. Government laws are necessarily general in
scope, however, rather than tailored to each individual citizen,
and in general adult citizens are competent to lead their own
lives.18 A society in which government censors decide what
the general public can and cannot read or hear, however, is not
a society in which the mass of citizens are recognized as com-
petent adults. Instead the censors view the mass of citizens as
immature beings who must for their own good be protected
from sources of expression that might corrupt them or other-
wise harm them. In short, a censoring society is one that in-
fantilizes most of its members; by failing to recognize its
members’ capacity for responsible choice, such a society
thereby insults its members’ dignity.19

The right to freedom of expression does, though, have lim-
its. For instance, in the United States the Supreme Court has
rightly judged that consistent with the right to freedom of ex-
pression the state may criminalize speech that is both intended
to and likely to create “imminent lawless action,” such as in-
citement to riot.20 A proper understanding of the right to free-
dom of expression would recognize other exceptions as well.
Examples of these include: reasonable constraints on defama-
tion (libel, in written form; slander, in verbal form); restrictions
on material that may harm minors (e.g., daytime TV/radio
broadcasts and billboards of a sexually or violently graphic na-
ture); restrictions on speech that creates a hostile work envi-
ronment (e.g., sexual harassment); laws against passing on
classified information or printing words in violation of a copy-
right; and laws against false or misleading advertising. 

In each of these cases, the nature of the restrictions is to be
determined by asking what restrictions it would be reasonable
to expect free and equal members of society to accept. Take li-
bel law for instance. Leaving this as a private tort (i.e., the sub-
ject of a private lawsuit) rather than a public criminal offense
takes the government out of the censorship business, thereby

94 / Chapter 4

05-087 (05) Ch 04.qxd  3/15/05  4:53 PM  Page 94



avoiding the equality-based worries of infantilizing treat-
ment. As for the freedom-based worries regarding restrictions
on expression, here a reasonable balance must be struck be-
tween various burdens on people’s ability to control the shape
of their lives, burdens that fall in different places with differ-
ent sorts of libel laws. If the harm of libel is not legally recog-
nized at all, for instance, people will lose important control
over their reputations, for these will be highly vulnerable to
the spread of false and malicious rumors. This is a real harm,
inasmuch as some control of one’s reputation is crucial for
control of one’s life more generally. On the other hand, too se-
vere a penalty for libel and too loose a definition of it will sig-
nificantly impede the flow of important information, as the
fear of a libel suit will lead some people with important infor-
mation to keep their mouths shut. As remarked above, people
need a free flow of information in order to plan their lives ef-
fectively, so this is a significant burden. Inasmuch as there are
burdens at stake with either the presence or absence of libel
law, a reasonable compromise clearly is needed. The current
U.S. understanding is a plausible compromise along these
lines. According to this understanding, a party who takes of-
fense at a published claim and sues for libel must prove that
the writer knew the published claim was false or otherwise
acted with a reckless disregard for the truth.21 This under-
standing of libel offers potential victims protection against the
most serious threats to their reputations at the hands of un-
scrupulous malefactors while at the same time offering com-
petent journalists reasonable assurance against a lawsuit.

This discussion of the right to freedom of expression indi-
cates the manner in which other individual rights are justified.
The decisions protected by the right to privacy, for instance, are
some of life’s most fateful ones, and ones that typically lie at the
heart of a person’s self-understanding—hence a fundamental
concern with people’s ability to give shape to their lives leads
to a fundamental concern with protecting privacy. The right
against economic discrimination protects one against artificial
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obstacles that compromise one’s ability to choose an occupation
(a fateful decision) as well as earn the resources one in general
needs to shape a life. Additionally, economic discrimination can
create a castelike distinction between first- and second-class
members of society; thus it is obviously objectionable on the
grounds of equality as well (I will have more to say about this
shortly). And so on for the other rights. 

Having briefly discussed liberal rights, I want to turn now
to the other half of democratic liberalism and discuss what sort
of democracy the ideal of respect for human dignity requires. 

5. Improving Democracy

As with individual rights, the issues related to the structure of
democracy are complex ones, and my remarks will have to be
suggestive. One important question concerns whether to have
a direct democracy (in which citizens themselves propose and
vote on laws) or a representative democracy (in which elected of-
fices perform these functions). To a large extent this question is
settled by pragmatic considerations (direct democracies are bet-
ter suited to small city-states than to today’s large nation-
states), but a dignity-based case is not wholly silent here. I do
not believe that the demands of dignity require direct democ-
racy, for to say that citizens are competent beings capable of re-
sponsible choice is not to say they are all competent to judge the
various issues requiring political attention, from taxes to de-
fense to education to the environment and so on. A representa-
tive democracy instead, and more accurately, presumes citizens
are first and foremost competent to choose leaders who are
themselves competent at judging these issues. This is not to say
that the ideal of direct democracy has no relevance, however.
Since in fact many private citizens do have competent knowl-
edge of a variety of issues, especially those that directly impli-
cate their interests, a representative democracy should also
create significant space for citizen input into its deliberative
practices (via open hearings and other public forums, say).22
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In addition to the choice between direct and representa-
tive democracy, other important choices concern the structure
of political elections and campaigns. Regarding elections, one
important choice is that between “winner-take-all” electoral
systems and systems of “proportional representation.” In a
winner-take-all system of voting, such as exists in the United
States, the candidate with the highest number of votes is
elected, and no one else. The major disadvantage of this sys-
tem is that it easily leads to a political scene in which two par-
ties dominate, making it extremely hard for smaller parties to
arise and win office. (Think, for instance, of how hard it is to
get elected in the United States if one is not a member of the
Republican or Democratic parties.) This is so because many
voters will see a third-party vote as a wasted one, given the
dim prospects of electoral success.

By contrast, most European democracies have an electoral
system of “proportional representation,” which allows a greater
variety of parties to win legislative office. Although such sys-
tems can be structured in different ways,23 one example of such
a structure will indicate the general idea. A legislative district in
this structure is not a small district with one representative, as in
the current U.S. system for the House of Representatives, but
rather a larger district with (say) five representatives. Each
party then fields up to five candidates for the district. Corre-
spondingly, each voter has five votes to spread among the can-
didates as he or she pleases (including the option of multiple
votes on a particularly favored candidate). Once the votes are
counted the top five vote-getters receive legislative seats. Such
a system, unlike our current one, gives small parties a realistic
chance of winning a seat, for any candidate receiving over 20
percent of the vote is guaranteed election, and in races with
many participants a candidate can often win with less than this.
This is likely to enrich public debate by including a greater di-
versity of viewpoints, which in turn is likely to improve the
quality of debate and thereby improve the quality of laws and
public policies. A second benefit, and one that is even more sig-
nificant from the point of view of democratic liberalism, is that
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proportional representation is more truly representative, inas-
much as the views of legislators will more closely mirror the ac-
tual spectrum of views that prevail among citizens. This
reduces the gap between the ruling group and the ruled, and
thereby better respects the dignity of citizens.

Beyond the choice of electoral systems, another important
choice in the design of democracy is the choice of campaign
systems. An important question here is what role money ought
to play. In the United States, the amount of money involved in
politics is staggering. According to data from the Federal Elec-
tions Commission, for instance, the average cost of all cam-
paigns for the U.S. House of Representatives in 2002 was nearly
$468,000. More particularly, the average cost of a winning
House campaign was $898,000; the average cost of defeating an
incumbent was $1.6 million.24 In the 2000 House races, 94 per-
cent of the candidates who spent the most money won.25 Run-
ning for the U.S. Senate, moreover, is even more costly. For
Senate races in 2002, the average cost of all campaigns was $2.2
million, the average cost of a winning campaign was $4.8 mil-
lion, and the average cost of defeating an incumbent was $6.8
million.26 In the 2000 Senate races, 85 percent of the candidates
who spent the most money were successful at the polls.27 In the
2004 presidential election George W. Bush spent $367million,
compared to John Kerry’s $323 million.28

The obvious threat here is that our system is becoming (has
become?) merely a democracy in name and truly a plutocracy in
practice (plutocracy being rule by the wealthy). The system is
broken, and in general politicians are not nearly as responsive to
the needs of everyday people as they should be. As things stand
now, the huge amounts of money involved in politics give
wealthy citizens (and large corporations) wildly disproportion-
ate political influence, in terms of access both to politicians and
to political office itself.29 This is obviously incompatible with any
reasonable conception of equal citizenship, for the point of an
equal right to vote is subverted when dollars rather than votes
are the driving force in the formation of law and policy.
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What can we do to fix this? Something is needed to give
nonwealthy candidates a fair chance of obtaining office, and to
free them once elected from the need to indebt themselves to
wealthy campaign donors. Fortunately, one such remedy is al-
ready in place in Maine, Arizona, Vermont, North Carolina,
Massachusetts, and New Mexico—namely, the “Clean Money,
Clean Elections” system of public campaign finance. This sys-
tem is a voluntary one—that is, it is a candidate’s choice
whether or not to participate in the Clean Elections system.
Candidates who wish to participate must qualify by collecting
a set number of five-dollar donations from voters in their dis-
trict. A candidate running for the Arizona House, for example,
must collect two hundred of these five-dollar donations. Once
qualified, candidates must not spend any private money, in-
cluding their own; instead each receives a fixed amount of
campaign funding based upon previous campaign averages in
their state. Sticking with the example just used, an Arizona
House candidate receives ten thousand dollars for the primary
and fifteen thousand for the general election. Additionally, if a
Clean Elections candidate is outspent by a privately funded
opponent, then funds matching the private candidate’s expen-
ditures are released to the Clean Elections candidate. Indepen-
dent expenditures can also trigger matching funds (e.g., if, say,
MoveOn.org funds advertisements for liberal candidates or
the NRA funds advertisements for conservative candidates).
These matching funds are not limitless—in Arizona, for in-
stance, matching funds are capped at triple the original grant
amount—but in practice they have worked well to give pub-
licly funded candidates competitive shots at gaining office.30

While this system has only been in place since 2000 in
Maine and Arizona (and not even that long in other states), it
is already a tremendous success. In Arizona, for instance, there
was a 58 percent increase in the number of people who ran in
the 2000 election cycle compared with the 1996 cycle. Clean
Elections candidates now hold 41 percent of all statewide of-
fices.31 Voter turnout in 2002 was 22 percent higher than in
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1998.32 The number of minority candidates tripled between
1998 and 2002.33 Also, while of course the system requires tax-
payer money, the amount required is affordable—$12.9 million
in Arizona in the 2002 elections, for example34—and it is
money well spent, inasmuch as it preserves the health of or de-
mocracy. Like health care for individuals, we should not in any
case expect health care for democracy to be cost-free.

6. Opportunity for Free and Equal Workers

So far we have discussed the forms of individual rights and
democratic governance that it would be reasonable to expect
members of society to accept as free and equal people. These
subjects were worth discussing because of the far-reaching
implications they have for the freedom and equality of soci-
ety’s members. Another subject that needs discussing is the
structure of the economy, for this too has far-reaching impli-
cations for the freedom and equality of society’s members. A
full discussion of this subject would evaluate various capital-
ist and socialist ways of structuring the economy. Limited
space precludes a full discussion, however; my strategy in-
stead is to examine the system that readers are presumably
most familiar with—namely, capitalism of the sort that pre-
vails in the United States—and ask whether this system is
compatible with respect for human dignity, and if not,
whether it can be made so.

The first point to make is a negative one. The account of
human freedom central to democratic liberalism focuses on
people’s ability to give shape to their own lives. This account
will surely lead to an endorsement of some form of property
rights, since control of the shape of one’s life requires the con-
trol of some significant amount of personal resources (one’s
residence, means of transport, clothing, money for raising a
family, money for vacations and hobbies, etc.). This account,
though, does not lead to an endorsement of absolute property
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rights, according to which nearly all forms of taxation and all
limits on freedom of contract count as illegitimate restrictions
on freedom. Absolute property rights are not necessary in or-
der for people to be able to shape their lives. Property and
contract rights are not currently absolute in the United States,
for instance; we must pay taxes and heed business regula-
tions. Yet it would be preposterous to suppose on this account
that no one in the United States has adequate ability to give
shape to his or her life. Millions of people have this ability, and
have it in spades. 

A concern with human freedom, then, leads to a focus on
whether members of society have adequate opportunity to
shape their lives rather than on whether absolute property
rights are granted to members. We will shortly ask whether all
Americans genuinely have adequate opportunity in this re-
gard. But first I want to note that on the subject of opportunity,
a concern to respect human equality in addition to human free-
dom will lead to a concern with more than just an adequate
opportunity to shape one’s life. In many contexts, after all, we
often speak of the importance of equal opportunity. A dignity-
based approach such as democratic liberalism implies that we
are right to speak of this as important. 

What exactly, though, do we mean when in political con-
texts we speak of the importance of “equal opportunity”? In
fact, there is more than one way to define the ideal of equal
opportunity; I will look at two such definitions. The first and
least demanding definition of equal opportunity requires only
that jobs be granted or denied to people on the basis of their
qualifications, regardless of how they came by these qualifica-
tions. This familiar conception of equal opportunity—which
we can refer to as formal equality of opportunity—rules out dis-
crimination on the basis of race, ethnicity, sex, sexual orienta-
tion, religion, and so on. The conflict between this sort of
discrimination and the ideal of equal citizenship is obvious.
Martin Luther King Jr. perhaps described it most movingly in
his famous “I Have a Dream” speech delivered at the Lincoln
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Memorial on August 28, 1963, exactly one hundred years after
President Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation: 

One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly
crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of
discrimination. One hundred years later, the Negro lives on
a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of ma-
terial prosperity. One hundred years later, the Negro still
languishes in the corners of American society and finds
himself an exile in his own land.35

Discrimination, then, can reduce a person from an equal
member of society into an internal exile (“an exile in his own
land”). At best, discrimination treats another being as a nonen-
tity whom it is fitting to confine to a “lonely island”—that is, to
marginalize from society’s mainstream. Worse yet, it can treat
another being as a mere instrument, someone who exists to do
the bottom-of-the-barrel, unwanted jobs in society, so that the
people who really matter do not have to do them. Worst of all,
it can signal that another being is to be regarded wholly with
contempt and treated as a piece of refuse. As remarked earlier,
such nonentitizing, instrumentalizing, and refusizing treatment
is utterly inconsistent with respecting another being’s dignity.36

The second definition of equality of opportunity goes be-
yond the first; following the philosopher John Rawls, we can
refer to this conception as fair equality of opportunity.37 In addi-
tion to requiring (like formal equality of opportunity) that job
seekers be hired on the basis of their qualifications, fair equal-
ity of opportunity requires that job seekers have equal oppor-
tunity to obtain qualifications in the first place. In the
contemporary United State this requirement is surely not met.
Reports about the poor quality of inner-city schools compared
with wealthy suburban schools are depressingly familiar, for
example. Fixing this inequity will require equalizing the fund-
ing between urban and suburban schools. Unfortunately, one
consequence of any such reform is that suburban dwellers
will have to pay more in taxes than they currently do to keep
their own schools at the same level of quality, since after such
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a reform they will share the costs along with inner-city resi-
dents of raising the latter’s schools to suburban levels. This is
unpleasant, of course, but it just reflects the fact that basic fair-
ness, like other good things in life, is not free of charge. If we
want a fair society in which all citizens are treated as equals,
we need a level training field as much as a level playing
field.38 Thus the ideal of respect for dignity identifies fair
equality of opportunity, rather than merely formal equality of
opportunity, as the superior conception of equal opportunity.

We should not, however, deceive ourselves into thinking
that improved education can by itself genuinely equalize the
opportunity to acquire job qualifications. Differences in fam-
ily cultures will remain, including the extent to which parents
emphasize education; the amount they read to their children;
the amount they are willing and able to help with homework;
whether they can provide quiet areas for study; whether they
teach their children good grammar and social skills; whether
they are willing and able to take their children to museums,
libraries, and other stimulating places; and so on.39 These acts
should not be required by law; among other reasons, to do so
would violate the right to privacy mentioned above in section
4. Moreover, while the phenomena so far listed concern just
education, family differences matter at the level of job compe-
tition too, of course. Family connections can help one get a job,
and family wealth can pay for an elite college education, fund
an unpaid summer internship to gain job skills, and provide
much needed start-up funds for opening a business (or collat-
eral for a business loan). Moreover, individuals from rich fam-
ilies can take steep risks as young would-be entrepreneurs,
secure in the confidence that they will not have to live in
poverty should they fail.40 And so on. While the economic ad-
vantages owing to family wealth can be blunted by public pol-
icy (say, with a more equitable distribution of wealth), those
owing to family culture and connections cannot.

Economic opportunity, in short, will never truly be equal
so long as the private family exists in some form, as it should.
While we should strive to make opportunities more equal, we
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must at the same time recognize sensible limits to this ideal.
But just as importantly, we should also avoid an opposite
failing—namely, that of looking at differences in pay between
people on different rungs of the economic ladder and wrongly
reasoning that inasmuch as genuinely equal opportunity re-
ally does exist, each person is getting exactly the outcome he
or she truly deserves. Judgments of desert require more nu-
ance than this. The next section examines this subject.

7. Desert and Market Outcomes

Suppose we really did live in a society that was free of racial and
other types of discrimination and that provided all its members
with high-quality schools. Apart from the unequal opportuni-
ties stemming from differences in family wealth and family cul-
ture, could we say that in such a society all people get exactly the
economic rewards they deserve to get, so that it would be
morally objectionable to disturb whatever income distribution
was produced by the workings of a capitalist marketplace (as
happens, say, when taxes on the well-off help to fund health
care, housing, and other forms of assistance for the poor)?

No. Far too many factors go toward determining your eco-
nomic reward for there to be any simple correlation between
this and your just deserts. For starters, much of your reward
depends on luck. This luck takes several forms: simply being
in the right place at the right time (say, a chance noticing of
some job opening, or a chance meeting that leads to a useful
business contact, etc.); or being born to the right family; or be-
ing born with genes that make one “gifted” in some way that
the market values. Much of your economic compensation also
depends on large-scale phenomena that are in no single indi-
vidual’s control: how scarce your skills are, what patterns of
consumer taste prevail, what level of unemployment prevails
in your society, where in the business cycle (the cycle between
growth and recession) your society is, how competent the po-
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litical and economic leaders of your society are, what collective
bargaining agreements already exist, what natural resources
are to be found in your society, what your society’s level of
technology is, and so on—for none of which you can individ-
ually take any credit. To better see this role that luck plays, con-
sider that the average American today in 2005 commands
vastly more resources than almost all Americans who lived in
1805, and vastly more than almost all Cambodians, say, in
2005. But is a typical American individual of today really per-
sonally more deserving of material comfort than nearly all
Americans of 1805 and nearly all Cambodians of today? Surely
not. This is not to say that no one deserves anything of what
they earn. Rather, it is to say that applying a notion of desert to
the economic realm is a tricky business and that we should
thus avoid hasty conclusions to the effect that any and every
interference with market outcomes involves taking away from
people resources they are entitled to on grounds of desert. 

A more reflective stance on economic desert would begin
by asking what its basis is. Here we can usefully distinguish
between objective criteria and subjective criteria. The claim
that one deserves reward in proportion to one’s contribution to
society is an example of an objective criterion, whereas an ex-
ample of a subjective criterion comes with the claim that one’s
deserts depend on the level of one’s efforts—one’s efforts, pre-
sumably, to be a productive member of society. This can use-
fully be thought of as a subjective version of the objective
criterion of social contribution, since one’s level of effort re-
flects the strength of one’s desire to contribute to the economy. 

In my view the choice between these objective and subjec-
tive criteria is not an easy one; in fact, I believe our common-
sense moral beliefs attach importance to both criteria, even
though they can conflict in many situations. Instead of trying
to resolve this tension, I want to show that neither view of
desert leads to a moral prohibition on any sort of interference
with market outcomes. Start with an effort-based theory of
desert. Clearly, one’s financial rewards in an economic market
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do not depend merely on one’s effort. I may try very hard to be
a good mechanic, for instance, but if I do not succeed in my at-
tempts to fix cars, I will eventually find myself with no cus-
tomers; my (low) financial earnings will thus not match my
(considerable) level of effort. On the other hand, if I am a
wealthy investor (I own thousands of shares of Microsoft, say),
I can earn a comfortable living just from the returns on my in-
vestments, with no effort on my part at all once the investment
is made; my (high) financial earnings will thus not match my
(nonexistent) level of effort. (I may spend some effort in moni-
toring my investments, of course—but if I am wealthy enough
I can pay someone to do even this task for me.) Hence on an
effort-based theory of desert it is simply not plausible to claim
that in a perfectly free capitalist market each individual earns
exactly what he or she deserves to earn; hence one cannot, on
an effort-based theory of desert, oppose all interferences with
market outcomes as either taking away from people money
they deserve or giving to people money they do not deserve. 

The theory of desert based on social contribution rather
than effort is a more plausible foundation from which to argue
that justice requires us to leave market outcomes alone. This ar-
gument runs as follows: The better one is able to produce goods
that consumers desire, the more money one will typically earn;
the producing of goods that consumers desire is a type of social
contribution; hence, one’s financial rewards in the free market
match one’s social contributions. This argument, however, is far
from a perfect, for the correlation between social contribution
and financial reward is approximate at best. For example, porn
king Larry Flynt, the founder of Hustler magazine, undoubt-
edly earns more in a year than, say, two hundred nurses com-
bined earn, but does he really contribute more to the common
good than two hundred nurses combined contribute, on any
plausible way of measuring this? I doubt it. This is but one of
many examples of a mismatch between reward and social con-
tribution. Does a pro wrestler really contribute, say, forty times
more than a superb daycare worker? What about a cigarette
company executive versus a farmer? And so on.
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Let us, however, temporarily waive these difficulties for
the sake of argument. It is after all quite a challenge to know
how best to measure a person’s contribution to the common
good, if not by market returns, and I lack the space here to
confront this challenge. Even waiving the difficulties identi-
fied in the previous paragraph, however, we still do not yet
have a contribution-based argument requiring us to leave
market outcomes alone. For apart from self-employed indi-
viduals, the revenue from sales of a product or service accrue
firstly to a firm rather than to the individual. What follows
then from a contribution-based account of desert is that in a
perfectly competitive market, the group of people constituting a
firm collectively deserves the firm’s revenue. This leaves as
still to be addressed the question of how the group should di-
vide its revenue amongst themselves. 

On a contribution-based theory of desert, this question is
answered by measuring each individual’s contribution to the
firm’s production. But how should this be measured? One pos-
sible strategy suggests itself, namely, that an individual’s con-
tribution to the firm should be measured by whatever price his
or her skills can command on an open labor market. However,
this view assumes too rosy a picture of the way in which wages
are determined. Consider for instance that your wages are in-
fluenced by the overall supply of people with your skills. If
people with your skills suddenly become scarce, you will
likely be able to demand a pay raise, even though your contri-
bution to the firm’s production remains what it always has
been. In this case an increase in pay does not correspond to an
increase in contribution. The flip side of this example is the
case of someone with fairly common skills. Due to a large
supply of these skills, such a person will command only a
low wage, regardless of how essential his or her skills are to
a firm’s production. One example of this (out of many pos-
sible examples) is the case of janitors. They typically have
low wages, despite the fact that janitors perform an essential
service—without janitors other employees would have to work
among piling-up trash and grime or do the job themselves and
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have far less time for their other tasks.41 The same, moreover,
can be said of any essential task, from stocking shelves to op-
erating a cash register to loading trucks with freight. 

A critic might try to defeat this point by saying that indi-
viduals could have avoided these lower-rung jobs had they
merely “applied themselves” by studying harder in school.
On this view, low wages are one’s just deserts—punishment,
of a sort—for past imprudence. This view, however, suffers
from a number of flaws. First, we should remember our ear-
lier observation that fair equality of opportunity to acquire
qualifications or find a job does not yet prevail in our society
and in fact never will, given differences in family culture and
connections that no institution can fix. Not everybody has a
fair go in life. Second, even if fair equality of opportunity did
prevail, it is hardly the case that imprudent decisions made as
a teenager truly make one deserving of lifelong low wages;
such a “punishment” does not fit the “crime.” Third, it may be
that some people through bad genetic luck (a low innate in-
telligence, say) are simply not capable of performing more
highly paid jobs. Finally, and most decisively, this view ig-
nores the fact that such jobs as cleaning floors and emptying
wastebaskets must be done by someone. If everyone were to
gain a college degree, then this only means that someone with
a college degree would end up cleaning floors, barring some
technological breakthrough or some unprecedented system of
sharing cleaning tasks among a wide pool of employees
(which would in any case boost the wages associated with
cleaning well above their current level). All of this reveals a
mismatch between wages of workers at the bottom end and
those workers’ actual contributions to production.

A similar mismatch exists at the top end as well. Consider
for instance the case of CEO pay compared to the pay of
workers on the shop floor. According The Economist (a right-
of-center periodical), the top one hundred CEOs have an av-
erage annual compensation of $37.5 million each, over a
thousand times the pay of the average worker.42 This ratio
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represents a tremendous increase in less than a generation;
thirty years ago, for example, the equivalent ratio was thirty-
nine to one, with the top one hundred CEOs receiving an av-
erage of $1.3 million a year in pay.43 In some individual cases,
moreover, the ratio is now far higher than a thousand to one;
for example, Ed Whitacre, the CEO of SBC Communications
(a telecommunications company), was paid $83 million in
2001.44 To put this into perspective, consider that a minimum-
wage worker, earning $5.15 an hour and working forty hours
a week with no vacations, would have to work 7,748 years to
earn what Whitacre earned in this single year. 

It is hard to believe the dramatic increase in CEO pay in re-
cent years is entirely justified by a corresponding increase in
CEOs’ economic contributions. In fact, between 1990 and 2003
average CEO pay rose nearly two and a half times faster than
did corporate profits.45 Consider too that the pre-tax pay of
chief executives in the United States is three times that of chief
executives in similar-sized companies in Britain and four
times those in France and Germany.46 It is hard to believe that
American CEOs are genuinely three to four times more pro-
ductive than their European counterparts. A better explana-
tion lies in the clubby nature in which many CEOs’ pay is set.
As Princeton economist Paul Krugman explains, 

The key reason executives are paid so much now is that they
appoint the members of the corporate board that determines
their compensation and control many of the perks that
board members count on. So it’s not the invisible hand of
the market that leads to those monumental executive in-
comes; it’s the invisible handshake in the boardroom.47

Since cronyism rather productivity explains much of lavish
CEO pay, there is an obvious mismatch between it and one’s
desert (understood as a function of one’s contribution).

Beyond the issue of just CEO pay, we find a more general
phenomenon of those people at the top of the American eco-
nomic ladder reaping huge gains in comparison with the rest

The Politics of Dignity / 109

05-087 (05) Ch 04.qxd  3/15/05  4:53 PM  Page 109



of workers. Between 1973 and 2000, for example, the average
real income of the bottom 90 percent of American taxpayers
actually fell by 7 percent, while the income of top the 1 percent
of taxpayers rose by 148 percent.48 Even within the top 1 per-
cent bracket, gains were lopsided; the income of the top 0.1
percent rose by 343 percent, and the income of the top 0.01
percent rose 599 percent.49 Indeed, the gains in income have
been so strong at the high end that 94 percent of the growth in
total income since 1973 has gone to the top 1 percent of tax-
payers.50 Clearly, America’s increased prosperity in the last
thirty years has not been shared with average workers. 

Like generations past, however, Americans workers over
the past thirty years have been doing their part to contribute
to the economy; they thus deserve to share in the economy’s
increased prosperity. The important moral ideal at the root of
this claim is one of reciprocity—those who contribute should
benefit in kind. This moral ideal in fact follows from the
deeper ideal of human equality, as I earlier interpreted this.
For when exchanges in the labor market do not take place on
a reciprocal footing, a morally objectionable asymmetry exists.
One party is being unfairly taken advantage of—exploited, in a
word—and thereby treated to some extent less like a person
and more like a mere tool for another’s purposes. Such in-
strumentalizing treatment, I earlier noted, is inconsistent with
the ideal of human equality in its most defensible form.

In short, neither an effort-based nor a contribution-based
account of desert supports the rather common view that the
free market gives people exactly what they deserve. On this
common but mistaken view, the free market is like a natural
lake into which various gardeners dip their buckets; just as the
amount of water withdrawn exactly matches the size of a per-
son’s bucket, on this view the free market’s reward exactly
matches the size of the contributions that a worker puts into it.
The statistics cited above suggest a rather different metaphor.
We should think of the economy not as a natural lake but in-
stead as a man-made irrigation system, which like other man-
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made things is often in need of some adjustment: some work-
ers toil in their modest garden patches while the irrigation sys-
tem above drips meager amounts of water; meanwhile a leaky
valve elsewhere in the system means others receive lavish
amounts of water (and grow lavish gardens as a result). 

Thinking of the economy as a man-made irrigation system
is apt for another reason—a modern economy is certainly a
man-made creation rather than a natural phenomenon. It is
the creation of a dense network of very complex property and
contract laws, together with a society’s accountancy practices,
prevailing styles of corporate governance, the actions of cen-
tral banks (e.g., the Federal Reserve), regulatory schemes, and
the functioning of police and the justice system, among other
things—all of which take different forms in different capitalist
countries. Given this complexity, it would be amazing indeed
if any modern market economy succeeded in rewarding its
participants exactly as they deserve. 

Of course, even if man-made modern market economies of-
ten fail at the task of ensuring that people get what they deserve,
it does not straightaway follow that any nonmarket institution—
government, in particular—can succeed at this task. The cen-
trally planned economies of the Soviet Union and its satellites,
for example, were failures. But within a market framework, gov-
ernment may have a role to play in making the market more re-
ciprocal than it otherwise would be. To advert to our earlier
metaphor of an irrigation system, if some people are receiving
inadequate amounts of water whereas others are overflowing in
it then surely some plumbing is in order to remove the clogs and
leaks that create inadequate and excessive flows. Government
has a role to play here, most obviously in assisting those at the
bottom of society, which I will shortly discuss. But government
also has a less obvious role to play, in creating a framework
within which individuals can do their own “plumbing.”

What is needed for this are labor laws that create the space
for various forms of employee organizations, so that employ-
ees have some significant say in their work conditions and
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pay. These organizations can take various forms, from tradi-
tional labor unions to “workers councils” to employee-owned
firms. The first of these forms of organization (a labor union)
is familiar to Americans; the remaining two forms are less fa-
miliar. Workers councils, common in Europe, do not collec-
tively bargain as unions do over wages, hours, or benefits, but
they do have significant legal rights to information and con-
sultation with management on labor policies. In employee-
owned firms, by contrast, workers have the same ultimate
power over a firm’s organization that shareholders in a tradi-
tional firm have; it is up to them how to use it.51

These forms of employee organization make it more likely
that employee contributions receive the recognition they are
due. But they are important for another reason as well, a rea-
son that stems from the fact that an employer has a significant
sort of power over employees, namely, the power to fire them.
How significant this power is varies, of course; firing a
teenager from a summer job is quite a different matter from
firing a middle-aged parent whose family lives from paycheck
to paycheck. In the large majority of cases, being fired is dis-
ruptive enough to one’s life to make the threat alone an effec-
tive tool of employee control. The loss of earnings can be
significant; finding a new job can sometimes be a lengthy
process and often can require uprooting one’s family and
moving to a new location. At the extreme—say, if jobs are
scarce and there is no safety net in the form of unemployment
insurance, health insurance, etc.—the threat of being fired is a
serious threat to one’s health or even to one’s life. 

The power that employers have over employees is prob-
lematic from the point of view of respect for human dignity,
much as the power of political rulers over the ruled is also
problematic from this point of view. While in neither case is
this power over others wholly eliminable, at the very least it
should be made accountable, so that one does not live wholly
at the mercy of those with power. Measures that can make em-
ployers’ power accountable range from health and safety laws
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that protect employees to laws defining sexual harassment
(and other forms of harassment) to laws that facilitate the
forms of employee organization mentioned above (unions,
workers councils, employee-owned firms). In the latter case,
laws can protect employees who are attempting to unionize
against being dismissed, and they can require a firm to recog-
nize a union once some significant threshold of employee
support has been crossed.52 Forms of encouragement, from tax
breaks to regulatory relief, could also be given to firms that es-
tablish workers councils or are owned by their employees.

In short, rather than attempting to micromanage the econ-
omy in order to ensure each worker receives the treatment he
or she deserves, it is better for the government to act for the
most part indirectly, by facilitating forms of corporate gover-
nance in which employees have some significant say regard-
ing their treatment. That said, there remains a direct role for
government to play in aiding people at the bottom of the eco-
nomic ladder. It is to this topic we turn in the next section.

8. A Dignified Minimum

One obvious form of support for people at the bottom is mini-
mum-wage legislation. This acknowledges that full-time work-
ers (who presumably are doing jobs that need doing by
someone) deserve wages that enable them to live dignified
lives. Wages below a decent minimum wage treat workers more
like disposable instruments for others’ needs than people with
their own lives to live. The current level of $5.15—which totals
to a mere $10,300 a year for full-time worker who works fifty
weeks a year—is surely too low. One obstacle in the way of rais-
ing the minimum wage is the widespread belief that this would
increase unemployment. Recent research by the economists
Alan Krueger and David Card, however, has cast serious doubt
on this claim. In a “controlled experiment” of sorts, Krueger and
Card compared the effect on low-wage employment of a raise
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in New Jersey’s minimum-wage laws with similar employ-
ment a few miles away in Pennsylvania (a state that had not
recently raised its minimum wage); there was little discernible
difference in unemployment rates.53 Moreover, there are other
ways apart from minimum-wage laws by which to raise the
wages of low-end workers. The current Earned Income Tax
Credit, for instance, is a refundable tax credit that significantly
boosts the income of working families in the United States. (In
this scheme low-income workers receive a credit to apply
against their taxes; they then receive a check for any part of
their credit that is unused once their taxes are paid. This can
increase a low-income family’s earnings by several thousand
dollars a year, thereby reducing poverty. In 1999, for instance,
the Earned Income Tax Credit lifted 4.7 million working fam-
ilies above the poverty line.)54

Another direct way for government to repair some of the
shortcomings of the market is to maintain a social safety net, in
the form of unemployment insurance, social security, and mea-
sures to ensure that health insurance is affordable. In addition
to these benefits (which poor and nonpoor alike receive), there
should be maintenance income for those in poverty. In fact,
even those who never find themselves in need of this safety net
benefit from it. Partly this benefit consists in peace of mind that
one will not find oneself in abject destitution. But that is not the
whole of the benefit; the social safety net also benefits even
those who never receive its payments inasmuch as it dulls the
edge of employer power over employees. Since it cushions the
blow one would receive in the event of losing one’s job, the so-
cial safety net makes an employer’s threat of firing less fear-
some and thereby helps to keep his or her power over others
within reasonable bounds. (In this regard, one current hole in
the American safety net concerns health care. Around forty-
five million Americans lack health insurance, and those who
do have it usually receive it through their employers.55 Receiv-
ing health care through an employer is clearly far from ideal,
however, inasmuch as this can tie a person to his or her current
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job, reducing his or her employment options and thereby in-
creasing an employer’s threat power.)56

That said, one of the most obvious functions of the social
safety net is that of helping those people at the bottom of the
economic ladder. This function is necessary in order to make
real the ideal of equal citizenship discussed earlier, which
rules out citizens having to live as “internal exiles” in their
own land, marginalized from society’s mainstream. Deep
poverty conflicts with this ideal, for it rules out much of what
middle-class citizens take for granted: owning one’s own
home, having a reliable car, attending sporting events, going
away on vacation, providing music lessons (or other extras)
for one’s children, belonging to a gym, and so on. An impor-
tant role of the social safety net lies in dismantling the poverty
traps that can deny individuals effective access to these main-
stream experiences and others.

Of course, whether poor individuals are to a significant ex-
tent trapped in poverty or rather are failing to avail themselves
of the opportunities they already possess is a controversial
question that makes debates over the welfare provisions of the
social safety net especially heated. A full explanation of the
causes of poverty is clearly beyond the scope of this short es-
say. Let me instead simply say that while the causes of poverty
are complex, many citizens’ views on poverty unfortunately
consist of little more than stereotypes. For instance, consider
the popular image of poor people as made up mainly of “wel-
fare queens”—the image of nonworking African American
women who live in ghettos supporting their out-of-wedlock
children on government checks year after year. In fact, 51 per-
cent of the poor are (non-Hispanic) white, compared to 25 per-
cent who are black; 37 percent live in suburbs; 66 percent of the
poor do not live in female-headed families; and among poor
family heads (male and female), 60 percent are employed, with
23 percent of poor family heads working at least fifty weeks a
year, full-time.57 Over the period 1979–1991, moreover, fully
one-third of Americans were poor for at least one year, but
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only 5 percent were poor for ten years or more.58 This variety
is indeed what one should expect, given the large number of
poor people in America—35.8 million people in 2003, accord-
ing to the most recent data at the time of writing, equivalent to
12.5 percent of all Americans (up from 12.2 percent in 2002).59

Hence the poor comprise more kinds of people than pop-
ular belief supposes. The same is surely true of the causes of
poverty. Yes, a significant chunk of poverty is undoubtedly
due to imprudent decisions made on the part of individuals.
But not all of it is. As just noted, many of the poor are work-
ing hard, struggling to make ends meet. In addition, many are
unemployable on account of old age or severe disability. Lim-
itations on opportunities explain a significant amount of
poverty as well. We have already noted the inequalities in op-
portunity that exist in public education and in family cultures
and connections. Moreover, even apart from these inequali-
ties, economic opportunity itself is not unlimited; in particu-
lar, it is not the case that everyone who wants a job can easily
find one. This is obvious in a recession, when the unemploy-
ment rate is high. But involuntary unemployment is always
present to some extent, owing to the way the economy is
managed by the Federal Reserve. If the unemployment rate dips
too “low”—below what economists call the “non-accelerating
inflation rate of unemployment” (NAIRU)—then the Federal
Reserve will raise interest rates to slow down the economy
(the economy will slow, because higher interest rates mean
less business investment in new projects); this deceleration in
turn will bring the unemployment rate back up (fewer new
business projects means less need for employees).60 This is not
a nefarious plan on the part of the Federal Reserve; its goal is
to prevent runaway inflation (which can be sparked by an ex-
tremely tight labor market), and runaway inflation is indeed
worth avoiding, even at the cost of some unemployment.61

But the Fed’s policy does mean there will always be a signifi-
cant number of people who at any given moment are unable
to find a job through no fault of their own.
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Taking note of these points and thereby acknowledging
the existence of the “deserving poor” is compatible with also
acknowledging that some abuse of the welfare system does
exist. The right to public assistance is not a boundless right,
and abuse is a matter of serious concern. It is important to
note, however, that the existence of some amount of abuse
does not straightaway entail that the entire welfare system
should be scrapped, any more than the existence of some
speeding entails that we should do away with the highway
system. For to scrap the entire welfare system would be to
leave some citizens trapped in destitution.. In short, any given
society here has a choice between (1) deciding to help those
who are poor, at the cost of tolerating some abuse of the sys-
tem; or (2) deciding to tolerate no abuse whatsoever, at the
cost of leaving the non-abusing majority of the poor in humil-
iating conditions. Surely choice (1) is preferable, for while the
cost of welfare abuse pinches an individual taxpayer only
slightly (since the total cost is spread among millions of simi-
lar taxpayers), the cost of being trapped in poverty pinches a
poor individual hard enough to devastate his or her life. 

All the same, a society is within its rights to try to reduce
the level of abuse it must tolerate. The first step is to under-
stand exactly what behavior is abuse and what is not. This
should be understood with reference to the ideal of reciproc-
ity. It is not abuse for the elderly and severely disabled to re-
ceive support without working, for example; because they
are not employable, their nonwork does not amount to treat-
ing their fellow citizens as mere instruments in support of
their own purposes.62 However, able-bodied citizens of work-
ing age who draw support while not seeking work (or train-
ing for it) instrumentalize their fellow citizens, provided that
non-humiliating work opportunities do in fact exist for them.
Such behavior is a departure from the ideal of reciprocity. For
this reason it is compatible with respect for human dignity to
require those who receive public assistance to work, when
possible. 
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Building a work requirement into a system of public assis-
tance must be done right, however. For example, at least two
challenges arise when those who receive public assistance are
single parents caring for dependent children. To see the first
such challenge, note that child rearing is in general socially
productive labor, although it is not paid; society after all needs
to be replenished with new generations. In a sense, then, sin-
gle parents on public assistance are in fact already working. I
do not think, however, that this fact by itself ought entirely to
exempt single parents from a work requirement. A society can
conceivably acknowledge in general the social contributions
of parents and at the same time judge that particular forms of
parenting—namely, single parenting in conditions of poverty
and unemployment—are inauspicious enough not to warrant
subsidizing. A second challenge that arises with requiring sin-
gle parents to work concerns the cost of child care. Reliable
child care is expensive, and the low-wage jobs for which wel-
fare mothers are eligible often do not pay enough to make it
affordable. For this reason work requirements need to be ac-
companied by vouchers or refundable tax credits that make
child care accessible to low-income workers. If this is not
done, it is innocent children who will pay the price up front,
and society who will pay the price later when these children
become adults. (Indeed, there are independent reasons to pro-
vide high-quality day care for poor children; a number of re-
cent studies suggest that it can in fact pay for itself by
reducing rates of juvenile delinquency and crime later on, as
well as by raising rates of college attendance.)63

Whatever the form a work requirement takes, it should
not be seen as a form of punishment for poverty, as it was in
the poorhouses of the past. Rather, it is simply an acknowl-
edgment that the ideal of reciprocity imposes obligations on
all persons—on the well-off, not to treat fellow citizens as
nonentities who can be abandoned to suffer in degrading con-
ditions; and on the poor, not to exploit the good will of their
fellow citizens.64 Indeed, this ideal of reciprocity ought also to
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lead us to adjust somewhat our understanding of the goal of
public assistance, which is usually described as enabling indi-
viduals to become “self-supporting.” This is a laudable goal,
but as described it is misleading, for no person apart from a
bona fide Robinson Crusoe–type is genuinely self-sufficient.
Instead, we are all mutually dependent on each other’s play-
ing his or her part in the economy at large, which is in truth a
system of joint production that is not the making of any single
individual.65 The goal of welfare and other provisions of the
social safety net is best described not as making current wel-
fare recipients “self-sufficient,” but instead as moving them
into a more balanced relation of reciprocity with their fellow
citizens. But by the same token, the goal is also to move well-
off citizens into a more balanced relation of reciprocity with
less well-off citizens, by requiring them to acknowledge that
all citizens who do their part in a system of joint production
are at a minimum entitled to a life of dignity. 

9. Conclusion

Throughout this essay I have defended an understanding of
human dignity in terms of the capability for responsible
choice, together with an ideal of respect for human dignity
thus understood—an ideal that establishes very strong pre-
sumptions against diminishing, constraining, or insulting hu-
man dignity. This has helped illuminate such fundamental
values as freedom and equality. It has also led to an endorse-
ment of democratic liberalism, yielding plausible conclusions
as regards the structure of individual rights, democracy, and
the economy. A glance back at the wergild system of medieval
times, which by law punished the murder of a prince differ-
ently from the murder of a peasant, shows how far we have
traveled down the path of respecting dignity, toward demo-
cratic liberalism. Now we have the challenge of traveling the
rest of the way together.
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1. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Prima Secundae, q. 87, a. 4, arg. 2.
Quoted in Marilyn McCord Adams, “Hell and the God of Justice,” Religious
Studies 11 (1979): 442.
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say about this later in section 3.

7. It is not necessarily destroyed altogether, for as I observed in note 4,
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8. To be sure, this account of human equality does not grant equal sta-
tus to absolutely every living being with human DNA. Profoundly re-
tarded individuals and young children do not make the cut, for instance.
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erally (e.g., granting them the right to vote). This does not imply, how-
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status as responsible beings in training will give them certain rights. Pro-
foundly retarded people’s status as bearers of tragic misfortune will
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already suffer by nature; one should not kick people who are already
down. Beyond these merely suggestive remarks, however, in the short
space I have here I will not address further the difficult question of what
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