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Five inte'pretations of equity are examined as they
relate to the distribution of public qgoods and services. The first
principle, utilitarianism, maintajns that individuals are. free to
pursue their own interests and are rewarded. according to
‘coptributions. The second principld, needs, is the basis of commurist
so ieties in which each gives according to ability and receives |

rding to needs. Egalitarianism, the third principle, suggests

that 'social inequality will be' elimineted if :each person receives an
equal share of goods and ser¥ices. The fourth principle,.contentment.
_1s based on the extent to which people are satisfied or dissatisfied
"with goods and services they receive. The final priﬁciple, the
‘maximum criterion, suggests that the objective cf public policy is to
inprove the share of .the least advantaged members of society.

¢ Throughout the paper, emphagis is placed on the philosophieal
underpinnings of each principle, strengths. and veaknesses when used
as a guide to designing public pclicy,.and social and economic
inequalities_which result from policies based on each principle. The
conclysion is that policy makers apply these equity ¢cnceptions in a
deliberately fuzzy manner because to do so enabl¥s them to hold ilown

g‘costs ard to reverse diq;ribu*ive mea sures vh costs are perceived
dh excessive. (DB) . o .
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A major objéctive of federal, state, and local government policy_

is the equitable distribution of publicly provided goods and services.

But what does equitable nean7 Does it mean -that each ought to receive . .

according to his contribution or according to his needs? Or that each

ought to receive an equal share or be merely contented with his share?
Each of these conceptions of equity have different implications for

the distribution of public services such as fire and policy protectien,
sanitation, educqtion or social services.

’ ” L)

The purpose of these Notes is to highlight selected issues

‘associated with selecting and oPferationalizing a criterion of distri-

butive eduity of public service delivery. We examine five hlternative
principles of distributive equity deriving from the concepts of : o
(1) utilitarianism; (2) needs; (3) egalitarianism; (4) contentmeng

with one's share; and (%) maximin criterion. The paper discusses their

philosophical underpinnings and explores ‘their strengths and weaknesses

. as guides in the design of public policy and fn the assessment of social

-~

and economic inequalities

UTILITARIANISM
= The most compelling and best' developed conception of equity’is

that of utilitariagism. According to this conception a society is
rightly ordered, and hence just, when its economic inatitutions'are
arranged as to realize the greatest aggregate sum of satisfactions.
Coupled with a ;rinciple of'"equal treatment," utilitarianism leaves ¢
each person free to pursue his/her' own interests and be retributed
according to his/her contribution to. the total. "From each aécOrding e
to hi%‘ability to each according to his contrJLution" is the maxim of
the utilitarian conception of equity, ?aﬁh one’ receives according'to
\ . ;o 1 ’ T

1Prepared for preqentation in the Qecture series "Equity in the
City," Columbia“University, Continuing Education Program, 1976. .
Comments: are invited. . : \
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his marginal productivity and consumes according to his ability to pay

ad, to maxthize hi&.utrlity.2 ' .

The most natural way of arri“iné/at utilitarianism is to atopt
for;;ocief; as a wholé'the p;inciple of -rational chnice for one maﬁ.
Just-as it may be rational for one person to maximize 'the fulfillment
ijhisfhﬁf_Qﬁnf&bédl_it may.bg_riﬁht_for society .to waxinize the net -.
péiance of satisfaction fgg;all its membars. This rationale lieé on

" @3 basic premise of liberal thought: the individual--and not. the °

;family. the community or the state--is the basicyunit of society.

A striking feature of utilitarianism i's that it does not matter

‘;‘ how the sum of utilities is distribyted among individuals and how one

person distributes 91§/her satisfactioni 6ver Fime.3 ‘Avoidance in

making interpersonal comparison of utildties is well captured in the
dominant welfare pripciplg of utilitarianism: paret6 efficieﬁcy. '
According to this pringiple the allocgtion of goods and utilities is
efficient when society reaches the point Qhere it is impossible to "
change an existing éiqtribution pattern as_té make éome person; (evén-

. one) bett;r'off without making éome ther persons worse off.

There are, however, an i{nfinite number of distributi&hs of goods
and utilities between individuals that are qfficient. It is consistent
with a situation in which one percent of families haye about.one-third
of the wealth anq receive about six pércent of after tax;incomg (r0ugh19
the situation in the U.S. today)a-or a situation fn_whicﬂ gverybﬁeN

"~
1

2Note'that utility for economists implies no more than the ‘idea
of preference of one thing over another to which some number or weight
can be applied. They do not make the step of relating this kind of ;
utility ,to some quantit} of satisfaction, happiness, goodness, or welfare.
For'a discussion, see Asmen Aldrian, "The Meaning of Utility Measure-
ment," in Breit and Hochman, Readings in M<apoeoonomics, Holt, Rinehard :
~and Winslow, Inc., 1968, p. 73. - - .

3John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Harvard University &ress,
Cambridge,.Massachusetts,‘1971¢,p. 59, . ©o]

N -

L 4Wealth estimates from Dorothy §. Projector, ''Survey of Financial

- Characteristics of Consumers," Fedeml Reserve Bulletin, Vol. 50,
March-1964, p. 291. After tax-income estimates from Daniel B. Radner
and John C. Hinrichs, "Size Distribution of Intome in 1964, 1970,. and
1971," Survey of Cirrent Business, Vol. 54, October, 1974, pp. 19-31. .
Cited in Arthur. D. Okun, Equality and Efficiency: The Big Trade-Off,
The Brookiqga Ipstitytion, Washington, D.C., 1975. i. .
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has an-equal share of 'wealth or income. Thus, the principle of paretoi
N\ effictency 18 not useful in choosing among an infinite number of effi-
cient situations. Similarly, it cannot aid in alibéating goods and '
serviges to move from a non-efficient situation to an efficient one
because the move can be made to a (finite) number of alternative
efficiémt,si;gatjdns, Each alternggiyefmgyg_makgs”qp_one“unrbe.off,;
but distributes the gains differently among individuals Unavoidably,
.. vmaking a'choicé_among alternative effigient moves require mgking inter-
personal comparison of utilitiess' _:-' i
. %he search for a criterion:to overcome the .problems of inter- \
pefsonal comparison of utilities has not been fruitful. One criterion
designed to make a choice among alternative Efficiept situations

¢

has been suggested by Kaldor:

A change is an improvement if those who gain evaluate-their
- gains at a higher figure than the value which the losers set
upon their losses. : ) . ‘ '

In other words, a move ié‘desipable if Y gainers coﬁld compensate X
losers——ap'ieast in money terms--and Y still gained.

Because the Kaldor criterion does not require‘chat the compensation
actually take place,~1t ®onstitutes a go;d example of utilk tarian con—i
cern Qor égqietal-utiiity maximization rather than for indiViduals.
Another criticism is the use of money compensation as a,proxf for
making comp;risons of utilities, Implicitlx this means that sérvice
distribution shouldlbe baged on willingness and abilityfto pay for th&t
service. For example, if poor neigh§§rhbod A declares it is willing
and able tv pay n dollars for a poltce patrol and rich neighborhood B
. deQIAres it.is willing and able to pay n+m dollars,, then the police
patrol should be allocated to heiéhborhdod B. Even though n dollars

‘ 5SciEOVSky has complemented this criterion with a return criterion
in order to take care of the possibility that the’ desirability of a
move from State A to B may not prove desirable 1if {4t was made from

B to A. For a detailed discussion ‘of Kaldor ctiterion ‘and of Scitovsky
double ctiterion, see William.J. Baumol, Ecoromic Theory and Operations
Analysis, Prentice-Hall Inc., Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1965,

- s ? . \ \ .
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may mean a gvgét deal more tolneighbofhood A than n#n dollars may
mean to neighbb%hood B. |
The axiom of diminishing utilicy of‘income is a second critefion
used- by utilitarian}sm in dealing with'distributional issues. Under
i this axiom, it is'ﬁrgued'thqk transference of income from a relatively
' /3 rich person to a relatively poor. one of similar teﬁ\perament must . .
increase the aggregate sum of satisfaction because the rich woulé
‘feel thé!?‘loss les; than the pobrer would-appreciate.their gain.
fhis:{s a powerful argumeﬁt for income redistribution. Lerner suggests
’ that "total satisfaction is maximized by that.division of income that
gquglizes the margi%al utilities of income of all indiyiduals in
society," and that "Ehe probable vaiue of total utilities is maximized
by dividing ;;come evenly."?' This cpéiluéion,“however, assumes that 1
the initial‘conditkop is one of income equality, rather tﬁan the presenpt
unequal distribution\df income. Under this restrictive o:dndition,8
those who oppose equal digtribution woul? lay upon themselves the
burden of proving that the rich have the greater ability for enjoyment,
an'undertaking which cannot ‘fail to shock every presupposition of a

democratic society.9 . . s £
oL ‘ - Appli&d to individual cﬁ;ractéristics~gther than incomé, eqhéliza—
tion of marginal utilfties may héve&regféséive as well as progressive
cofisequences. Assume that utility is aggociated with ébility.lo Then,

In the field of education, equalization of marginal utility suggests

6See Pigou, Economics of Welfare, London, 1948, p. 89,
7A. D. Lerner, The Economics of Comntrol, 1947, p. 29.

8This condition is restrictive because the pre;enc distribution
,0f incomes may have developed the tasks of each one in accordance
with their incomes, and equalization may not do justice to the inten-
sity of dissatisfactions due to a loss of income; in other yords, the
way in which resources 'are presently distrihuted may by itself’affect
individual preference development. See Lionel Dobbins, 4n Fsgsay on
the Nature and Significance of Economic Science, Lopdon, 1935, Ghapter
.IV. ' L4

%5ee Bertrand de Jouvenel, ‘The Ethics of Redistribution, -Cambridge
v University Press, London, 1951, p. 33. ‘

10See Kenneth Arrow, "A Utilitarian Approgch tp chq_Conceﬁt of
Equality in Public Expenditures,” in The Quarterly Jourmal of Eeonomics,
No. 3, August 1971, p. 415.
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that more public money would'hé spent on the more intelligent children.
Conversely, in the field.of health where ability means essentially
, "state of healtht"'expenditures will be less productive of increased
utility for a healthicr individual, thus more money would be spent on
‘the _less healthy, Similarly, more monies fot fire .and police protec-
" - tion would be spent in neighborhoods with higher fire and police
. " hazards. )
Neither of*the above attempts by utilitarians to resolve the issue
of interpersonal comparisons of utilities has reached consensus
- To date, little conceptual progress has been made departing from the ‘)'
basic utilitarian distributive principle that each one should receive
ag much as -one is able and willing. to—pay for a given good or public
service. ,
In the conventional liberal sense, this principle is equitable or
fair whenever each one 1is given "equality cf fair eppoitunity." What-
v ever the resulting outceme, it is equitable provided each one has the
same prospects of success regardless.of their initial Placa in the"

ot '

. social system——i e. irresp t1ye of the: income class into which they;

)

; are born. .Since the legitimacy of utilitarianism as a coqception of AV
"equity of outcome" hingea on this principle of "equality of opportunity,"
it may be - of value to examine britdfly the philosophical criticism and
operational difficulties its applications have encountered:
o While the principle of "equality of opportunity" accepts the
eliminatien of social differences in order to assure an equal
| start, it _glso justifies'uneQual reSUIt on the basis of natural
abilities and talents. If pure meritocracy is a selection by
intelligence: and that intelligence is based on inherited
genetic'differences; then privilege is obtained on the basis
e of an arbitrary genetic lottery, which 1s™ the antithesis of
- | [ social justice. 11 .
o There can never-be a pure meritocracy because high- status

parents will invariably seek to pass on their positions,

e e e o et oo

11Daniel Bell, "On Meritocracy and Equality," The Public Interest,
1972, p. 42, . : '

| \‘1“" F "‘ . . " . "
f S 4
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A meritocracy is more competitive than an overtly-based class
) society, and this unrelenting competition exacts a toll both Y
* from the losers, whose self-esteem is damaged, and from the
wyinners, who may be more. self-righteous about their elite status
than is a more traditional ruling group. Apart from increased
efficiency, 1t is doubtful whether a frenetically competitive .
-inegalitarian society is much of an improvement over an ascrip-

advantégee their children possess. Some of the contestante
get a head start, while others have handicaps - Accumulated
social and<§conomic disparities among families make the race
unfair.12 ome help ig provided to the most disadvantaged

but it never goes as far as to assure "equality of opportunity"
in ‘its ideal senée. - ) . . .
Fquality of'opportunity is for. all to develop those‘taieuts'-
which are mighly valued by a given people at a given time. ~
Put this way, it implies a prior acceptance of an already
established socio-moral order. ‘

A meritocracy implies a competitive feeling into society, which

i1s damaging to those who succeed and even more so to those

who fail. As Karabel puts it:

-~

ive.society which, at least, does not compel its poor people to
ternalize their failure 13 -

N
. .

In addition to the aboVe a policy of "equal opportunity" faces

two major difficulties in being translated into operational.rules for
use in the formulation of pubiic poltcy and administrative procedures.
The first concerns- the identification of equal ovpportunities fot what.
For ipstance, there is.disagreement on how to operationalize the idea

of '"equal educational opportuuity " Those who see education as an end
{n itself argue that all equal educational 0pportuLity means is equality
of educaticnal inputs, letting each student make, the most out of them

according to their abilities and drive. -Accepted are less than equal

In contrast, those who interpret the equal bpportunity.

Principle ag referring to life expectations for social and economic

Op. cit., p. 43.

13Quotation from Jerome Karabel cited in Bell, op. ¢it., p. 43,

/
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benefkts will regqrd education output as an input to this higher order

objective. To them, equality of oﬁpd nity for adulgrcareers requires

no less than equality of educational :z:Lut because this output is

to be viewed as an input in this larger context.l4 =~
~"  The second issue concerns the definition of equal opportunities

- over time. Do we mean, for 1natance, that . people who have the same '
skills now should have the same chances from now on for success in
‘accordance with skill? Differences Igggiills in part results from
.variations in the opportunity tolhcquire.skills. And ‘differences in
tlie opportunity to acquire skills stem in part from past inequalities
of opportunities. Thus, are we to implement a policy of "equality-

" viewing past discriminatio® as unfortunate

of opportuﬁity-from—now—on,
but incvitable handicaps for which present and future.generations are
not responsible? Or are we to make an attempt to compensate for handi-

caps resulting from past discrimination?

o <N(,l;7PTION OF NEEDS

' "From each according to his ability, to each according to his
nteds" {s a.sccond conception.of dietributive equity.lS Two important
remarks: can be made on this conception of equity First, it rejects
‘the belief in equal natural capabilities’ and thus, the utilitarian’
claim that individual ceffort ought to be rewarded on a competitive
basis and according to Merit.16 The idea is that talent 18 to be
regarded as a social asset, and its fruits should be available to all.
The conception of equity based on needs takes the form of a social

contract., 'Second, since needs are unequal it is not a conception
p ] : P

14This means-end dimensions of education are of course not that’

clearly bounded. Education is valued as an gnd in itself and as a
means towdrds occupational achievement.

1SWhile this congeption has been popularized by Marx in Crztzque

nf the Gotha ogram, 1875, it was first developed by Louis Blanc in
L'organization™u travail, Paris, 1850. The latter stated "true
equality is that which apportions work to ability and recompense to
needs." Cited in D. O. Wagner, Social Rpfbrmﬁrs, The MacMillan Co.
New York, 1946, p. 248.

16Sanford A. Lakoff, quzlzty in Political thZOSOphy, Harvard
-University Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 1964, p. 224

»
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¢ of distributional justice that demands equal distribution. Its

application will yield an equal distribution-of resources only in the
rare case where needs are the same. 17 )
‘While distribution according to personal needs may lead td un-

equaloallocation of resources, it does not conflict with equality of

-distributien required by the conception of "equal rights." In this

sense, '"to each according. to his needs" has been said to be the most
perfect form of equal distribution.18 This can best be understood by
means of an illustration. . u ‘
Suppose, for instance, New Yorker X gets a note from Murder, Inc.
that looks like business 19 To allocate several policemen and plain-
clothesmen tg_guard him overrthe next few weeks at a cost of hundred
times greater than the perwcapite cost of security gervices to other
c;;izens during the same period, is not to make an exception to the

equal.distribution‘required by the ,equal rignt‘of all citizens to the

security of their life and person; it would not be done on the assump-

tion that X has -a greater right to security or -a right to greater -
security. Omn the contrary, the greater allocation of resources in
X's favor is made because X's security rights are equal -to those of
other people in New York. Hence unger the special circumstances
(special néeds) noted abrove, where his security level would drop to
zero without extra‘support, he should be given additional support
to bring his security level back to the normal. |
Now, eonsider d limitation in resources. Probably the best that
can be done for X without disrupting the general levelkof security |
maintained for‘all:other New Yorkers is to decrease his chances of
being bumped off in a given week from a sure hit, to one to ten

thousand, while those of ordinary citizens, &ith'ordinary protection,

are say, one to ten million. Now if.New:York was more affluent, it

17Hugo Adam Bedau, '"Egalitarianism and the Idea of Equaldty,'" in
Pennock and Chapman, Equality, Atherton Press, New York, 1967, p. 12.

18George Vlatos, 'Justice and Equality," in R. B.’ Brandt (ed.),
Soctal Justice, Prentice-Hall, Inc. » Englewood Cliffs; New Jersey,
1962, p. 40.- ” .

19Illustration borrowed from Vletos, op.‘%it.,.pp. 41-42.

)
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would be able to buy more equality, or security for its citiZens' \

by getting more policemen, it would.be able to close the need gap

‘between security maintained for people in ordinary circumstances and

that supplied in cases of special need, like that.of X in his present
predicament.

Here a point of consjiderable interest is encountered. Equal-

security benefits for all citizens is a function d§ two variables:

first, it depends on the pattern\of distribution of resources, and
second and less obvipusly, it depends on the size of these resources.

If the distributable resources are so meager that they are exhausted

" to maintain a general level barely suf ficient for ordinary needs, their

reallocation to meet exceptional needs will look too luch like being

unfair. 1In such conditions, there is 1ike1y to be little, if any,

. provision for extremity of need, and what is more, the failure to

meet the extreme needs may not be felt as a social injustice. 20
This point is helpful in understanding why 'to ecach according
to his‘need" did not become popularized as a precept of justice until
the first giant increase in the productive resources during the indus-
trial revolution, and then only by men like Marx, and Blanc, a French
philosopher preceding Marx, who anticipated the coming of a- super-
affluent, machine-run society. 21 ) . ”
Once indentified, needs can easily be. incorporated into an equity
formula designed to distribute services. But just as the measurement
of individual® utility is problematic, so is the measurement of needs.
A first issue is whether needs are abso]ute;br relative. ihere
are needs that could be termed as "absolute™ deprivation' i.e. needs

which can be assessed in reference to some minimum benchmark, such as

a "survival level." Even this 1dea, however, breaks down under close

. scrutiny. There are, perhaps, absolute needs in the sense of what is

”
required by the human organism in order to suEvive But they do not
furnish a useful definitton of "absolute' in the sense of .universally

valid, The level of so+called absolute need can be just as well fixed.

20V18tos,.opu cit., p. 42.
21Vlatos, op. cit., p. 42.
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at one level as another Furthermore, there is no necessary reagon

why a sense of need deriving from an external ‘reference group .should
bé less '"absolute" or 1eps~valid. How 18 one to measure the needs of

s
LIS I

the manager of a factory, or the.needs of a worker in that factory, - ,

\ I3

granted that they are different? Who is to determine what the hneeds
of people are? To suggest\\hat serv{ces ought to be distributed-

according to needs does not per se indicate how these needs should be

N

“~

asgessed.

A second 'issue cpncerns the additlvity of needs. ‘To assume, for
instance, that a measure Qf the relative incidence in a geographic )
area of factors knoun-&p‘create indivldual fieeds 1s an;_ adequateu ” ﬁf'n
measure 3 f the relative feed’ of the population intdbesg ; simiﬁa

POt
to assuming :hat wé can add individu&is' ‘need for. servi‘psgg Thé‘uti@i‘

* tarians were criticizéd for assuming they could do something~similar f'fgif{f;
with utilities. 22 The argument that althodgh we can add the  meed~. = t?ﬁf@%ﬂﬁlhﬁ

creating circumstances that - affect utilities, ‘but ¢annot add people 8 A#;zk@'
ug&;ities is an 1nadequate answer to this problem. If there is no
way in which we can measure units of utility-—because of the~diffICUlties
of understanding an individual’ psychological process one goes through
" <in evaluating a change--it may be equally impossible to define the
‘%eedacreating circumstances that define individual needsz?-—also
because the assdssment of need- creating circumstances may depend on
individual psychological processes. ‘Thus, the conception of equity Y

based on needs offers similar theoretical and operational difficulties

'_typically attributed to the utilitarian conception of equity, C -

" An as sociated third issue is the so-called temporal problem In-
formation about the needs of an individual or neighborhood for a .
particular service can become,out-of—date very quickly. Change may
occnr qrui- ki  beciyse of outfmigration‘and fn-migr rion)and shifts in’

L8
"land use patterns and populatign.structure. Also, the view that needs

. 22[ M.D. Little, A Critique of'hblfbre Economice; London, 1950,
p. 53. . ; - o
- 2”’For a contrary argunent see Bleddin Davies, Social-Needs and
Resources in Local Serviceg, Michael Joseph LTD, London 1968, pp. 19-20.
. ] .




change'injpome appYoximate ratio to rislng ”ganority is at least as
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A last issue c0ncerps the poasible disincentive effects qf-an N
equity criteriqn based on needs will it undérmine desirable private ;.

incentiVes, such as inceptives to saVe. to innovate, to invest. to -

. allocate one S own labor\\ability, and other resources, towards increasing ‘

total ‘production? = Although. knowledge.about the'relationship between - - o
distribution of principles and private incentives is limited and not
at all conclusive, a Presumed réduction in production incentives has
been a powerful weapon itn the hands of adversaries of distributionalr

equity based on needs.

n ]

EGALI TARTANISM - ) B

hTo each an equal share" is the maxim of the egalitarian concep-
tion of equity Its radical form implies that all social inequalities——
class, political legal or economic differences among persons--are .
unnecessary, and unjustifiableh and ought to be eliminated 24 Under
this conception, there is nothing objectionable in equalities among

or physical inequalities such as age, health, strength, color, race
or sex are excluded. ) _ .

The conoeption of radical'egalitarianism has proved a powerful. 2 .
basis from which to discredit'thevtypically humbler objectives of _
most advocates of egalitarianism. A number of undesirable conse- = .
quence;'are presumed to result from radical egalifaxianiSm i

o The abandonment ofrotherwise valued societal objectives ‘among

which efficiency and freedom of choice are the, most often noted‘
o Personal hardship for individuals of unique talents.
0. A loss to society of the special efforts these persons would .

make in order to satisfy their special needs, such as creative

A intellectual and artistic ac:ivities

g . N . [}
24Hu'go Adam Bedau, "Egalitarianism and the Idea of Equality,
in Pennock and Chapman, Equality, Atherton Press, New York} 1867, p..13.
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o A losa to society of pluraliam in ways of life.
a A loss to society of those activities which are suppo’!ed
h by minority demands. ~. '

o An increased centralizatidn of ppner to the state

,-.'55 o Reduced incentives for- individuals ‘to'save, produce, innovate,

'~ 7 and invest. . . e -
— ‘p L . _;__f 'W_": ] S ey
R ' The above are only some of the 1lls identified by opponents of
- ‘ radical égalitarianism 25 But few have advocated a radical form of
equality where everybody and everything would be similar to everybody
and- everything else. Differences in political power, social status, )
income, consumption of private goods and public services are recognized.
.What is usually meant by egalitarianism or "equality of outcome" is
some mote humble ideal that attacks not all inequalities, but inequal-
“ - ities based on "arbitrary" or iicapriciOus"Adistinctions.26 At the
root of the desire for economic equality 1ies the convittion that none
should have luxu}ies while: some lack necessities ‘Or the view that
e certain specific scarce commodities shoul‘&be distributed less unequally |
" - than typically results from_the principle of distribution according to
' ability to pay for them. )
This milder form of specific egalitarianism loses much of its °
sharpness. It raises a number of ope ational issues, four of which are
f' briefly df{'scussed in the remainder of this section. _ _
_A predominant issue of specific egalitarianism concerns the choice
of goods and services that ought to be distributed equally. The
' argument that enly arbitrary and capricious inequalities ought to be

"removed is an inadequate'guide for this purpose.. The concepts of

[ « A

s "arbitrary" and "capricious' are open to alternative interpretations
. but no sharper guideline is;s;ai}able The permanent task for the
-t _ . ' : +4
25

It is mainly radical egalitarianism that mos t writers had:in
. mind when criticizing egalitarianiSm See F. A. Hayek The Road to
| ‘Serfdom, 1958, p. 4109, and 1. Berlin, "Fquality," Proceedings of the

: «  Aristotelian Society, '1956.
A _ 26For a tho{bugh treatment of these qualifications see Bedau, oﬁf
\ cit., pp. I7-27. ” ‘

- . P
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.egalitarign, then,\Lecomes one of scrutinizing inequalitie:;fmong
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able &4f-

ferences, and bf eliminating those inequalities which are not, In

persons in order to agsure us that they are based on. justi

_this interpretétioh;'specific egalithrianism is. to he viewed positively

as a dialectical weapon for poli;icalnand social change, rather than

as a normative égnééptioﬁ of.equity.27
A second issue arises--once énd if consensus can be reached on

the previous issue--about the type of goods and public gervices whbse

distribution ought to be equalized. It concerns the choice of the

component of ﬁublié-service delivery upon which the equality.principle

shquld be applied, For instance, consider firé protection. Shoﬁld

the equality prin91p1e be gpplie{ té service 1hputs, or service'outputs,

or alternatively to service per formance? If'the.equality criterian

is tp apply to inputs, the question arises as to which;inputs should be

>
kS LI

equalized.

On the input side, distributional ‘equality can be ﬁhrs&ed alter-

natively for: (a) capital expénditures§ (b) total operatioﬁal expend-
: A - .

itures; (c) operational expenditures for one specific aspect of fife.
protection services suchhaé fire fighting{ (a) number of firemen; and
(e) qperatioﬂal equipment. More succinctly, shouid we equalize money
spent. or in-kitd inputs? In-kind 1npﬁts raise proBlems of quality
‘dffferentials both inlmanpower and equipment. 1Is a young fireman on
the ladder truck worth less Oor more thah an older fireman?‘ Is a_new v
fire truck better than a similar five—year—?ld fire truck. On.the.gtéer
hand, total operational expenditutés'in aﬁy service category may mﬁﬁ
expected to legftimately vary a&cording to age of the structure and
other environmental factors. _

An addigional problem arises because inputs can be viewgd in two

entirely diff%rent ways: (1) inputs as disbursed by the.service
administrator; and (2) inputs as received by the recipient of the

7For a positive or operational point of view in which social
justice becomes an essential variable in determining social dynamics,
see Kenneth, E. Boulding,, Beyond Eeonomice, The Univerbity of Michigan
Press, Ann Arbor Paperbacks, 1970, pp. 241-257. ' :

7

7
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gervice. - A fire ernrtment can spend identical amounts on engines
and ttucks in two different fire dietricts, go that inputs as disbursed
by the fire department\are identﬁcal but if engines Ehd trucks depre— .
ciate more rapidly An the First dietrict than in the second--betause S
* of more numerous potholes fn the streetsf or hil%hctqrrain——thep the -

inputs received by residenta of the first distri will be pérceLved

to be -lower than the inputs’ recéived gy residents of the' second district """
Input losses between disbursement and reception that are . due to

external diseconomies are common occurrences that, in some cases, have ‘

necessitated the mediation of the courts. JIn‘one such'coﬁrt case, .

Beal vs, Lindsay,29 the judge dismissed a complaint of black ‘and Puerto

Rican residents living in the neighborhood of Crotona Park, which

alleged that New York City unconstitutionally discriminated against '

such residents by fﬁiling t0‘maintainuthe park in a condition eéquivalent

to that of other multi—cémmunity-parks in the Bronx. While'not dis- \

puting the alieéations éoncernfﬁg the deplorable condition of Crotona’

Park, the City showed successfully that it had made not merely an ‘equal

. but a disproportionate effort 1n providing maintenance and operating ’
1nputs in favor of Crotona Park. Failure of the City 8 maintenance
effort——inputs as disbursed-~to provide equal results——inputs as

-received——was attributed to the high degree of vandalism at Crotona

Park. In other words, it was due to external diseconomies™ for which ‘
the Lity is not responsible. The judge concluded that: -

(XY . . . LY
. -

* In view of the ]:;el of the City's efforts, the problem .
resulting from the inefficacy of its expenditures to keep
Crotona Park.in its previous satisfactory state is one to
be resolved through cooperative efforts, by the City ahd
the community surrounding the park, which also has its
responsibilitieg, not by interposition on the part of a
federal court.

o

.«

8For a discussion of this issue in the context of education, see
James A. Coleman, "The Evaluation of Equality of Educational Opportunity,"
_ in. Rosteller and Moynihan, On Equality of qucatzonal Opportunzty,
* Vintage Books, New York 1972, pp. 150—153

ngeal vs. Ltndsay, United States Court of Appeal, 2nd Circuit,
No. 2, September Term, 1972. ) '

. 3OBeaZ ve. Lindeay, ibid., p. 32.

1} ,
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~ . Now Af instead of ingts, the‘principle of. equafity is applied to
.senvice outn:t‘or performance, the same questiona arise, What out-
puts of fire prdtection services sh0u1d be eqUalized‘ loss of life,
loas of - property, or some meagure bi fire Bervfcé performancq, such
as respopse time or the number and type -of equipment respopditg to g
"_ alarms? Equalizing the distribubion of oné€ speci}id compjgent of . '
~--- - -7 . -fire protection services may require or Tesult In the unequal“distriJ'. )
bution of all other components of this service delivery. - o s
_ Also, it is not enough to'speciff that the distribution of such a |
component of public service delivery is to be equalized. Equality ' |
. of fire protection or street cleanliness caug be achieved atvany 1eve1.
| "Thus, egalitarianism necessitates a statement 1ndicating at which
huantitative and qualitative level equality of service ﬁelivery ought
to be achfeved. '

The 1ast issue of egalitarianism examine&d concerns the oossible ‘
disincentive .effect on private expenditures of service output equali--
zation. To illustrate this i1ssue, let us consider two neighborhoods

> equal in all characteristics but one: Neighborhood A has installed
' at private expense an‘early fire detector system in its entire housing
stock and Neighborhood B has not. The lag time between.the beginning
of a fire.and its detection will be lower in A than in B, resulting in
a Ip;er probability of "’ losses 1in the first neighborhood than in the
second. A policy of loss equa]%gation would“ thus, lead the fire _ .
department to act on the only two variables it controls~—fire fighting
. . equipment and, personnel sent to the alarm, and response time——in order .
to restore the output,balance between Districts A- and B, It would have
to provide higher service——possibly lowering response time and sending
more equipment~—to fires in Neighborhood B than to Neighborhood A2
In this example, the more firé prevention—oriented residents of
A might argue that the policy is unjust to them. They may réspond ' S
by withholding their prJvate investhents in the early fire detector
syqtem Now, if the level of losses is to continue to be maintained
constant and equal between A and B, the fire department_will have no )
' other retourse but to increase 1its allocation of resources in Neigh- _
- borhood A to a level equivalent to that of Neighborhood B. Or if _ N

) I3 ,

"v! . . . * -
_'-L[. .




_ /T"\ . ‘public resources do not permit this move: it will have to transfer gome
' reaohroes from Neighborhood B to Meighborhood A thereby equalizing
losses at a higher level. S / .- T )

In the, field of Banitation, Were the government to implement a
.policy of equalization.of ‘stréet’ cleanlinesa across neighborhoods, a
similar shift from private to public responaibilities could tak@ place.

. Under this policy, a higher trash generation in Neighborhood B bhan"
in- Neighborhood A would require more frequént runs in'the former in
order to achieve a cleanlinesé level of X. More cleanliness—minded
people 1in Neighborhood A (gen rating little or no trash on&the street)

-~ could reasonably argue than ‘the higher amount of public resburces used

-'j# in Neighborhood B (whose residents are less cleanliness—minded) is

1inequitable. They may retalidte by, becoming equally careless, shifting
the burden of maintaining the s&me level of cleanliness to the public_‘
sector. 1 ' \ thyﬂw ] - ) '
The abave discussion suggests that equalizing service output
creates a potential clash betwsenfpublic and private expenditures
on one hand and between fiscal and distributional goals on the otHer. -
. There is a potential disincentive effect' on private exgenditure (or
effort) contained in the equalizing principle. How substantial this
effect might~be is difficult to assess. . But, as illustrated dbove,
C one likely effect may be to stimulate greater total public spending. 1f
increased spending is fiscally acceptable to the city, this causes no
problem. But if checking or- ‘minimizing the growth of public expenditures

‘18 the primary city goal, then a conflict between distributional and

fiscal objectives can arise/// ' ‘ o

-

“'"EACH_ONE CONTENTED WITH HIS SHARE" :

-‘ . N
Hobbes once wrote:

A

... There 18 not ordinarily a greater sign of the equal distri-
+-bution of anything than that every man is contented with his
share. 31

[y

31Thomas Hobb;s, Lebiathan, Collier Books, New York, 1962, p. 80."

l’ ¢ - .. (s
. .




"queseion Whar are tht Eeelings-of bhose relatively deprived orﬁnot«

whith pevple are satisfied or dissatisfied with institutionalized in-

Lt was found that th
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)to this principle, a distribution is equitable i1f "each

According _
*person is contented with his/her share." Tt clearly does not require .
equnl distribution; 1t only requests that perceived inequalities _

do not give rise to dissatisfactions “Phis . 1s esaentially an empiridal

Vi

P
-
R L 4

.

deprived, regarding these inequalities? Each‘on%\has his‘qwn images
; “bis situation and’ of the sociexy tHat surrounds Him, and can air
his feglings accordingly ot S t“‘ '

The above principle, however is an incomplete principle for

equitablc distribution of services. Having described the extent b0

equalities, it is still necessary to ask how these perceptions are to
be evaluated Are the. reasons fot the perceptions legitimate reasons?'

Or is 1t legitimate to. speak of people's pevceptions of inequaliby

* as "disto ted" or to attribute a disproportionate awareness of inequality

to envy or!"falge conscientiousness?" Satisfactions or dissatisfac-

tioms with the distribution of goods :and- services may have no relation-

»ship with objective measures of this distribution, may be manipulated,

may be based on ignorance, or may arise, because of self—interest moti-

ations

N N -

A study of attitudes towards social equality in England found no

simple and stable relation between objective social inequalities and

the feelings of relaZ&ve deprivation they generate.32 In addition,
str/ngth of this relationship viried depending

on the nature of the inequalities- considered--economic¢, social or

‘political. Among a number of "possible determinants of dissatisfactions

it was found‘that the. Zeast powerful is the abstract ideal of socjialy

Justtte, and that the most powerful is the "reference group to.which
the individual compares his achievement and peMative deprivation.
. The important role of the reference group 1 assessing individuals'.

perception of inequalities was also identified By Stouffer in a éurvey

32w G. Runciman, Relative Deprzvatzon and Sbczal Jus+1ce
University of California Press Berkeley, 1966,

e,




g porCunities for. promotion were conspicuously good This discrepancy .

As Dhrﬁheim putsJit "What is-needed i1f social order-is to reigm is

]
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.of the military police, where opportunities for promotion are very
)

poor.33 He found that satisfaction with Opportunities for prdmotion
in the military police was higher than in. the Alr Corps ~where op~'

L Y

was attributed to the soldiérs expectations ‘and - achievements relative

 to ogﬁers in the same boat with them. .. 1hose nbt promoted in the .

‘military poliCe tended to compare themselves with the: large number of

thetr fellows who were also net promoted *while those few who had been
promoted were llkely to appear to themselves to have done relatively

better In the Corps, by contrast, the man who was not promoted .

' would be likely to compare himself with the largé’number of hiq fellows

who had been promoted. 34 ’ " ‘ (

" other factors

There are, in eddition"to the "reference group,
determining an infividual's.attitude towards inequalitjes. They
{tclude ignogance, hablit, or traditidally restricted expectations,

such as when people are convigced that they have no right to more.

men be content with their lot Bdt what iq needed

fbl them 0 be content is not, that they ‘have more or less but that -

they be cdnvinced they have no right to more. n33 Also, the idea of

v

socdal justice may inf]uonce people' s perceptions of inequities. . In

Lthe U.S. that has a strong egalitarian ideology in the sense of "equal

.opportunities open to all," social discpntent is kept low becguse

-

people continue to believe, however erroneously, that the rags—to-

riches myth is true. 36 A person who believes that he or she is'shortly

" to rise to great height" will not resent a brief position of inferi- '

s

ority. 37 Finally, whenever growth or po]icies breaks the status quo
\ . .

»

Samuel A. Stouffer et al., The American Soldier: Adjustment
During Army Life, Princeton, 1949 . .

34I‘his explanation can be found in R. K. Merton, Socual Theory and ”
Social Structure, Glencoe, Illinois, 1957. ° ~

3(“'
p. 200. ‘

30 m. Lipset and R. Bendix, Soctal Mbbtlzty in Industrial
Society, University of California, Berkeley, 1959, p. 31.

E. Durkheim, Spctialism and Saint Simon, Gouldner, London, 1959,

37Runciman, op cit » D 26
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by Making individuals ‘aware of the posQibility -of a higher standard of
living than it wpuld have otherwise been pogsible,” such policies can

inorepse xather ‘than de(rease'their sense of relative deprivation, by

’ acting on the choice of reference Broup

A

\ :- Feelings of diSsatisfaction expressed.by ¢hose well provided for,

Tlegttimate or not. ) ot

raise the important question of motivatidn Are Lhe reasons for their

dissatisfactions due to altruism or self interqst9 The latter motiva—

' tion has been argued equally well as the former.- For instance,

Kristol has claimed that "intellectuals most eloquent in their denun-

cliations of inequalities ++« are engaged in a class struggle with the

business commun\ty for statts a&d pover. n38 SimiFarly, Moynihan assess-

ing the militance of certain.public employees for social . programs
and increased public expenditures remarked that "We don't presume
disinterestedness on the part of pefsons whose interesbs reside in
the growth and prosperity of the private sector of the economy," and

asked pointedly, "Why Ehouid those whose interests reside in the growth

" of the public sector be' treated differently""39 Rajsing the issue of

the motivation of political discontent is not meant to enter into the
comp lex analysis of political processes and conflicts. Simply, it"
underlines that_a”positgve approaeh to social justice, while it can
describe andr)ossibly eXplain the eyolution of society, cannot aid in’-

assessing whether the digfontent, be it personal or political, is

Tnere exists, however, one class of cases where the demonstration
tdat a person is migstaken in his/her perceived dissatisfactions of
inequnlitTOq does not involve a complement ary reference to a principle
of oquitv . This is when it can be shOWn{bn technical grounds that what
the person wants will not achieve the purpose for which he/she wants
"it. This point is best illustrated by means of exampfes. Consider
first -a neighborhood that may feel deprived——and discontent--with

police protection after a decrease in police inputs provided to the

N

3 3811v1ng~Kriqtol "About Equality," Publzc Interest, Fall 1972, -p.

39Dzmie1 P’ Moynihan, 'Equalizing*qucation‘ In Whose Benefit?"
Publzo Tnterest Fall 1972, p. 76. '

2.
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nedghborﬁdod;' If ¢t 1s-shown that'this decrgasé will not éffept
the 1evei.6f ﬁélice 6rotecti0n,’or‘may evén enhance it, because the

» Epolice force has bgen reaastgned to combat crimes "at, the source," N

it can’be argued that !he neighhorhood was mistaken in its perceptions,
s w§thout need to appeal . to a principle of equity, Another example is
" suggested by Moynihan's argument "that increasing é_dgqation_al expend-
ituces will have éﬁe gﬁort-run‘effect of inéreaéing income inequglﬁ;y,
" in lieu of increasing,educational;échievement of pupils."40 If Qe is
correct, those who advocate increased educational public expenditures
on thq grounds it will de;reése income equality could be said to be -

) mistak;n, without heed to appeal to a principle of equity. -

In summary, the principle of "each one contented with his share"

v cannot serve alone as a principle of equity. " Once'dissatisfactioni

with inequalities have been identified, it is necessafy to‘;bpeal to

another principle of equity in order to assess\theii legitimacy.

However, there 1is a élass of cases where assessment of the "legitimacy

of dissatisfactions does not require reference to a normative principle

6f equity. Such cases occur when: ' .

o It can be shown fhat perceived inequalftdes diverge from
objectively measured-inequalities; or )

o It can be shown that the means to decrease ébecific
inequalities do ﬁot serve the purpose they are meant to
achieve. Clearly, fhis is éubjecftto the condition that
an honest search for alternative means is done and even-

tually implemehted

-

\ Y

MAXIMIN CRITERION ‘ o .

The 1ast'C6nééption of eduity considered here fs.the maximin
criterion of distributive equity suggested by Rawls. 41 For him,
soclal and economic ineq\?lities are “to:

-

4OMoy.nihan‘, op. cif., p. 75. . ‘ .
ohn Rawls, 4 Theo. of Justmce Harvard University Press,'

Cambridge, Masaachusetts, 1971.

-
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be arranged so that-ERey are both (a) to the greatest '
expected benefit-of the.least advantaged members .of
‘society andr(b)\attachqd to offices dnd positions open
to all under conditions of fair equadlity of opportunity,

! 3

, ., | . - ; _
- Condition (b) is similar to the "equal opportunity" principle of

the utilitarians._ _But where dﬁili;ar;gnggm st;tgg“thg;_bgg_ghbgld.be.

~ "rewarded acébfding to contribution, Rawls suggests that an increased

share for those better situated are just 1if, and only 1f they work as
part 'of a scheme which improves the share of the }east_ad?anfaged
members of society. .
'Rawlg sees this maximin--to maximize the minimhm-—equity griterion
as part of a social construct théory. He argues his principle would
unanimqusl§ be agreed to in an appropriate initial situation that is
fair between individuals conceived as free and equal moraf\persons.
Tﬁis 1nitial'situat{on implies that no one knows their expected place
in soéiet&, their élass position or social position, their share of
natural assets and abilities, and their deeper aims and interests.
Excluding this information assures that' no one 1is advantaged or
disadvantggeq in the choice of principles by natural thoice or social

contingencies. Since all are 1in this sense similarly &ituated and no

one knows how to frame a principle that favors his partdcular condition,

each will reason inythe same way, 1In this poéition, individuals would

be considerably«risk-ayerse.,42 and would choose_to maximize the mininﬂm'
he would receive, whaEever Eheir situation in society turns out to be.

The maximih criterion qfaequity Of}eys somewhat an intermediate

_positipn getween strict equality andlthé dtilitarian;principle of

average utility.  To Rawls, the maximin criterion has a numbet of

attractive featnreé coﬁpared-to ega1italiéh1sm_hnd utili_taria_nism:f'3

: . . “ v

.42The risk aversion éonSide:aE&dn_at initial position so essential

to Rawls' argumentation has been severely criticized by seyveral authors.
For instance see Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopta, Basic
Books, Inc., New York,-197s. : Ve -

3The‘qemafn1hg discussion 1in this section is derived mostly
from John Rawls',)"Concepts of*Distributional Equity: - Some Reasons
for the Maximin Criterion," American Beonomic Review, ¥ol. 64, No. 2,

N
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First, theSMaximin criterien 18 less demandink in information
reuuirements than the utilitariap criterion. Once the least éavored
group is identified, it may be relatively easy to determine "which
policies are to their advantage. But, how f5 the least favored group
to be identified? By whom? ' g

Second, it has greater suitability as a public principle than

the utilitarian principle, although not ad’the equality principle If

a\distr?butive criterion 18 to serve as a public principle, pecple
generally should be able to understand it and havezsome confidence it
is realized. On this score 'strict equality is the sharpest principle
(but,, see the precediné discussion on egalitarianism). On.the other
hand, - the utility priuciple is not sharp enough: eveh if it were
satisfied, there would be little public confidence that this is indeed
the cagse. The maximin criterion has sufficient sharpness, and at the
same time preserves individual incentives, while strict equality might
not. ‘

Thirdly, ‘the maximin criterion would generate weaker strains of
commi tment than the utilitariaﬁ principle. Under utilitarianism, .
deep and pervasive inequalities are often hard to accept. By contrast,
the maximin criterion assures the least favored that inequalities work
to their advantage. The problem with maaimin will lie with the better
situated. Under the priﬁciple they will receive less than they would
receive under the utility principle, but more than under the equality
principle. |

A fourth feature of the maximin\criterion is that one's position

in society would not be totally left to social fortune and the natural

v

lottery, as it has been argued in the case under utilitarianism. While

it would not diminish natural variations or destroy unusual talents-—-
as 1t is feared under-an egalitarian principle--the maximin criterion
wbuld assure that inequalities are to everyone's advantage and thay
those able to gain‘'from their innate talents or 'social good fortune

do so in ways agreeable to those less favored. '

! - The above comparison of the maximin principle witﬁ”the utilitarian

and egalitarian principles i8 not meant to argue the superiority of

the former. It merely suggests that a comprehensive and detailed
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comparison of the maximin criterion with these and other alternative

. A
principles of distributive -equity might possibly.lead to the identi-

fication of a "prefer:nd" principle. The irony of such an undertaking,

' .
however, iA\that it vequires arriving at a consensus upon the rules

or assessment criterion upon which suc¢h a comparison should rest.

In other words, it requires the establishment of a welfare criterion. -

‘The’ difference is that instead of concentrating on what might be called

"payoff" problem, it would require concentrating on a "choice of

rules" problem. While it i3 difficult to arrive at a consensus %

_ regarding the first it might be easier to devise consent rules for

the adoption of various equity measures.44

{
CONCLUSIONS

These notes'cannot do justice to the complexities of the issueg
raised, nor can they pretend to have prdvided a comprehensive coverage'
of the range of alternative conceptions of quity of outcome. For
instance, one conception of equity we have not considered suggests
that the most general and perhaps the primary principle of moral and
legal evaluation would be along the line of "cqnsider the conse-

quences, w45 As formulated by Qinger, the: principle of consequences"

' fﬂCuses the concerns with equity to the consequences of treating a

v

person or class af persons in a certain manner: "If the consequences
of A%s dolng X are undesirable, A ought not to do X. w46 Although
pragmatically attractive, this principle falls ,short of enabling
policYmakers to separate what is desirable from what i1s undesirable,

. Tt is unlikely that a consensus or even a- majoriby opinion could

W3
be*%eached regarding which’ conception of equity should be chosen for

guiding distributive decisionmaking. Thus, it is not surprising to -

.

4For a discussion of this viewpoint, see Harvey Leibenstein,
"Long2run Welfare Criteria," in Margolis (ed. )y The Public Economy
of‘Urban Communities, Research for the Future, 1963, pp. 34-51.

45See Richard E. Flathman, "Equality and Generalization: A
Formal Analysis," in Pennack and Chapman, - op. cit., p. 52.

6Marcus Singer, Gcneralzzatzon in Ethice, Alfred A. Knopf,

New York, 1965, pp. 63-67.
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" the principle

¢

R ‘. - . ~’
encountaer that American pragmatism borrows from several conceptions

-of distributYve equity in determining who should get vhat. While .

‘utilitnrianism dominates the, functioning of the American &Lonomic

and social distributive qystem, selective appeal to other’ Cthep—"

tions of equity is made to correct the inequalitiea it geuerates

On the one hand, many of the - federnl and local social prOgramq——such

- as WEIfHFL, medicaid foodstamps-~diqtr!%ute benefits based on’ some -

form of need assessment. Similarly, certain types’ ok~100a1 public

Y

services--fire fighting, police protection, aéd garbagé collection*—-

are distribute

on the basis of a need formuﬂfm' On the other hand

f "tontentment with one's share" is, the prime mover

s political\fystem But, application of these concep-
tions of equity remnin .deliberately fuzzy, mainly because untertainty
permits holding down the resource costs, and provides flexibility

to reverse distributiVe measures when coetq—*resource and/or’ poiitical

costs-—are perqeived to be excessive.-

-
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