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In academic and public debates, defenders of the case for sharing the costs of children 
(“socialisation”, for short) have often claimed that by having and rearing children 
parents produce public goods for the rest of society, or perform socially valuable, 
indeed necessary, labour, and that it would be unfair to parents to not share the costs of 
children for this reason.1 Whether a version of this argument (which I loosely refer to as 
the “public goods argument”) can be defended depends, among other things, on whether 
there is a defensible normative principle that can vindicate this charge of unfairness: 
why exactly is it unfair, to producers of public goods or those who willingly engage in 
socially valuable activities, not to share in the costs of production of those goods? And 
can this unfairness charge be made about parents? Critics of the public goods argument 
have claimed that it fails because there is no independently defensible principle that can 
serve to buttress the claims of parents.2  

This paper examines the possibility of enlisting the ideal of equality of resources 
defended by Ronald Dworkin to provide the normative underpinning of a version of the 
public goods argument. Although Dworkin himself does not address the question of 
how the costs of children should be shared in a just society, and although his view has 

																																																								
1 Folbre (1994, 2008); George (1987, 1993). 
2 Rakowski (1993); Casal & Williams (1995; 2004). Thus far, the public goods 
argument has been reconstructed as an argument that appeals to the so-called principle 
of fair play or fairness, elaborated by HLA Hart (1955) and John Rawls (1964; 1971). 
In previous work (Olsaretti, 2013), I have attempted to defend a revised version of the 
public goods argument, which I call the socialised goods argument, by appeal to a 
version of that principle. However, I now believe that the principle of fair play is not the 
right principle to invoke in the debate on parental justice. I explain why in  “Two Roles 
of Fair Play”, unpublished paper, which forms the basis of a chapter on “A Popular 
Argument as a Starting Point: Children as Public Goods” in my book manuscript on 
Parental Justice.  In a nutshell, I claim that the principle of fair play is best seen as a 
principle that justifies the obligation to comply with just institutions (an obligation-
justifying principle), rather than as a principle that tells us what institutions should be 
like in order to be just (a content-specifying principle), and that the case for parental 
justice hangs on showing that fairness as a content-specifying principle tells in favour of 
sharing the costs of children. This paper aims at finding that content-specifying 
principle and argues that it can be found within a certain conception of egalitarian 
justice. 
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been taken to be inhospitable to the case for socialisation, I claim that equality of 
resources can, in fact, provide the bases for that case. In order to argue for this 
conclusion, the paper does two main things. First, it offers an interpretation of the 
theory of equality of resources that avoids what I view as certain misconceptions 
regarding some aspects of that theory. Most importantly, I suggest that the role, in 
equality of resources, of both people’s identification with their lifeplans or ambitions, 
and that of the so-called envy test, are more circumscribed than we might think, and 
that, by contrast, the role of the idea of true opportunity costs as the metric of equality is 
more central than has generally been noticed. Second, I suggest that, in order to make 
the case for socialisation, we should focus on a part of the ideal of equality of resources 
that is generally under-discussed – the view’s treatment of what I call productive 
fairness. Once we keep these points in mind, I claim, equality of resources, contrary to 
received wisdom, turns out to be hospitable, not inimical, to one important argument for 
socialisation.  

This result is important for those who wish to defend socialisation: equality of 
resources is a sophisticated expression of the idea that all persons must be shown equal 
concern and respect. Showing that Dworkin’s theory supports socialisation is thus a 
way of showing that socialisation is an implication of equal concern and respect for all.  

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 1 sketches the ideal of equality of 
resources, in a way that brings to view aspects of the ideal that matter for formulating a 
pro-socialisation case. Sections 2 and 3 build that case. Section 2 begins with a 
discussion of why equality of resources has been taken to be at odds with the case for 
socialising the costs of children, and then hones in on a part of the ideal that is generally 
under-discussed concerning productive fairness. Section 3 argues that productive 
fairness must and can be extended to cover a class of productive activities that 
resourcists have not discussed, i.e. those which produce goods that cannot or may not be 
commodified, of which unpaid caring work is the main example. I argue that equality of 
resources requires that the costs of these non-commodifiable productive activities, as 
well as their benefits, be shared. 

 
 

1. Equality of Resources  
 
1.1 Foundational Ideas  
According to Dworkin, equality of resources is the ideal of socio-economic justice for a 
government that treats all its citizens with equal concern and respect.3 Dworkin also 
believes that the right way of understanding the demands of equal concern and respect, 
is through the lenses of two principles. One is the principle of equal importance (“it is 
important, from an objective point of view, that human lives be successful rather than 
wasted, and this is equally important, from the objective point of view, for each human 
life” (SV, 5); the other is a principle of special responsibility (“though we must all 
recognize the equal objective importance of the success of a human life, one person has 
a special and final responsibility for that success – the person whose life it is” (SV, 5).4 

																																																								
3 Dworkin (2002, 3). From now on, all references to Dworkin’s work are given in the 
text, using the following abbreviations: SV for Sovereign Virtue (2002), FLE for 
Foundations of Liberal Equality – Tanner Lecture (1995), and JH for Justice for 
Hedgehogs (2011). 
4 In later work Dworkin argues that the two principles which guide the understanding of 
equality of resources are the expression, in the political domain, of what he calls, there, 
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 Because of the principle of equal importance, equal resources should be assigned 
to each person: “… whatever the community has to assign, by way of goods or 
resources or opportunity, should be assigned…, so far as possible, equally, so that 
roughly the same share of whatever is available is devoted to satisfying the ambitions of 
each.” (FLE, 192-3). More specifically, on Dworkin’s view, no one should get more 
resources than others because of people’s “economic background, gender, race, or 
particular set of skills and handicaps” (SV, 6). Nor should anyone get more resources 
than others because of a “…collective judgement about the comparative importance of 
people or the comparative worth or projects or personal moralities” (SV, 154). 

Because of the principle of special responsibility, equality of resources does not 
mean flat equality – that is, equality simply in material goods. As Dworkin notes, “there 
is nothing to be said for a world in which those who choose leisure, though they could 
work, are rewarded with the produce of the industrious” (SV, 2). Moreover, the 
principle of special responsibility also implies that each person’s subjective evaluation 
of her situation will play a role in determining whether the resources she commands are 
equal. It is helpful, both in order to understand equality of resources and for my 
purposes later on, to identify three main places, in equality of resources, where people’s 
subjective evaluations are accorded a role by this ideal.  
 
1.2 Three roles for subjective evaluations in equality of resources 
First, people’s own evaluations matter for determining which aspects of their personal 
endowments count as part of their person (or as constituting her ambitions or “tastes”), 
and which count as personal resources. This matters, because possession or lack of a 
personal resource counts as a resource advantage or deficit that will need compensating 
for in order for equality of resources to obtain. To clarify: as mentioned earlier, equality 
of resources requires that roughly equal resources be “assigned for satisfying the 
ambitions of each”. Resources include impersonal resources (those “parts of the 
environment which can be owned or transferred”, such as raw material and 
manufactured goods), and personal resources, that is, those “qualities of mind and body 
that affect people’s success in achieving their plans and projects” (FLE, 224). For 
equality of resources to obtain between two persons, their overall “bundle” of personal 
and impersonal resources has to be equal. I will say more, shortly, about what it means 
for these bundles to be equal.5 Here I draw attention to the fact that, in order to identify 
which aspects of people’s endowments count as personal resources, and are thus 
candidates for compensation, as opposed to belonging to a person or being considered 
as her ambitions, equality of resources adopts a subjective criterion, in contrast with an 
objective standard like, say, that of species-relative normal functioning.  

It is for this reason that equality of resources can view what, on other accounts, 
might count as a disability (e.g. deafness) as not being a personal resource deficit (e.g. 
because some people identify with being deaf). By the same token, equality of resources 
counts some preferences as a personal resource deficit (i.e. those a person disidentifies 
with and would prefer to be rid of). It is worth noting that in the role at issue here, the 
kind of subjective evaluation that matters is non-comparative: what matters is whether 
or not a person identifies with certain aspects of her body and mind, as evidenced, for 
example, by whether or not she would rid herself of them if possible. 

																																																																																																																																																																		
the principles of self-respect and of authenticity. See JH (203, 204). 
5 Note, however, that personal resources are not, literally, redistributed; instead, people 
are to receive unequal levels of impersonal resources in order to offset inequalities in 
personal resources. 
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People’s subjective evaluations play a second, related but different, role in 
equality of resources: they determine the level of compensation that is warranted, in the 
name of equality of resources, for people’s lack of a personal resource (say, the lack of 
a lucrative talent), and also for being disadvantaged as a result of other forms of brute 
luck (such as being involuntarily unemployed). More specifically, Dworkin maintains 
that people’s view of what kind of protection they would purchase in a hypothetical 
insurance market sets the level of compensation that, in real life, they should receive, 
through redistributive taxation, to redress their disadvantages in personal resources and 
other forms of brute luck disadvantage. Two observations will help make clearer this 
aspect of equality of resources. First, inequality in personal resources (and inequality in 
resources generally) matters insofar as it is an instance or the result of unequal brute 
luck (for example, we do not choose what talents we are born with), and, as already 
noted above, other forms of unequal brute luck are treated in the same way, i.e. their 
unequal impact on people must be reduced, in line with person’s own judgements about 
what level of compensation they would want for being at the short end of the relevant 
brute luck inequality.6 The second is that what redressing inequalities in brute luck 
requires is settled by reference to people’s choices in a hypothetical insurance market 
because the latter registers, among other things, what value people attach to avoiding 
the risk of suffering certain forms of disadvantage. Equality of resources holds that 
people’s evaluation of what level of risk to protect themselves against is, along with 
their evaluation of what kind of outcomes or situations they wish to guard against (e.g. 
unemployment, deafness, etc.), should be reflected in what level of compensation they 
obtain.  

Accordingly, equality of resources is an ex ante, not an ex post ideal: it does not 
require that the unequal effects of brute luck be eliminated, but only that they be 
corrected in line with people’s own judgements regarding what kind of insurance to buy 
before they know how the risk of various forms of brute luck play out. Of course, in 
order for people’s subjective evaluations of the risks they seek protection for to be a 
guide to what equality between them requires, certain background conditions have to be 
satisfied. So, we are to ask what insurance package would be purchased by people who 
are assumed to have equal purchasing power and equal epistemic risks of enjoying or 
suffering various forms of brute luck. Note that, just like the judgements about whether 
something counts as a personal resource as opposed to an ambition, the evaluations 
involved in choosing a level of insurance coverage for brute luck disadvantage are non-
comparative: what matters is what each person judges what she wants for herself, 
without this involving any comparison with what others have or prefer. 

There is a third and very important role which people’s subjective evaluations 
play in equality of resources which, by contrast with the first two, is essentially 
comparative: how much others value what each gets is essential for determining 
whether what each gets is an equal bundle of resources. This is because equality of 
resources obtains when what each person gets has the same value as what everyone else 

																																																								
6 The shorthand statement of equality of resources, on which it requires that equal 
resources (personal and impersonal) be assigned to satisfying the ambitions of each, 
thus needs to be made more precise: on equality of resources, more precisely, 
“Government should strive to insure that any differences in the degree to which people 
are not equally capable of realizing [their ambitions] …should be attributable to 
differences in their choices and personality and the choices and personality of other 
people, not to differences in their personal and impersonal resources they command.” 
(SV, 303, italics added).  
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gets, where the value of what each person gets is measured in terms of how much others 
thereby must forego, judged by their lights. This is what Dworkin means when he says 
that his ideal adopts “opportunity costs as the metric of equality” (SV, 183). The 
opportunity costs to you of my getting a piece of land, for example, are the potential 
benefits you miss out on – what you have to forgo – as a result of the land going to me 
rather than to you.  

This idea, that equality of resources is, as we might put it, equality in the 
opportunity costs each imposes on others (or “equality of opportunity costs”, for short), 
is of crucial importance for understanding Dworkin’s ideal. As I will explain shortly, it 
is more fundamental than a different idea in his theory that is often used to determine 
whether resources are equally distributed, namely, the so-called “envy-test” (despite the 
fact that the envy test is much more familiar in discussions of Dworkin’s theory).  
 
1.3 The role of equal opportunity costs, markets and the envy test 
To see what roles the ideas of equality of opportunity costs and of the envy test play in 
equality of resources, let us first recall the key points made thus far: equality of 
resources requires that an equal bundle of resources be assigned to satisfying the 
ambitions of each person. Resources include both personal resources – aspects of body 
and mind that we view as hindering or as facilitating our ambitions – and impersonal 
resources, i.e. external goods that can be owned and traded. We have seen, so far, how a 
person’s own attitudes determine what counts as a personal resource, and how they 
matter for determining the extent of her advantage or disadvantage relative to others. 
But we still need to observe in more detail what equality in personal and impersonal 
resources requires. It is here that the metric of opportunity costs, and the related devices 
of markets (both hypothetical and real) and of the envy test play a central role in the 
ideal of equality of resources. Let us consider these devices more closely. 

First, markets. Equality of resources holds that resources are equal if the 
opportunity costs that persons impose on each other by dint of possessing resources are 
equal. The opportunity costs that any your possessing a resource imposes on other 
persons are the potential benefits that the others thereby forgo, as measured by their 
lights: this is a complicated function of both what you will do and what others would 
have done with the resources in question. Markets, both actual and hypothetical, are 
necessary devices for measuring the opportunity costs that any person’s possession of 
resources imposes on others. As Dworkin notes, “…the market enters ….as the best 
means of enforcing … the fundamental requirement that only an equal share of social 
resources be devoted to the lives of each of its members, as measured by the 
opportunity cost of [one’s appropriating] such resources to others” (SV, 112).  

As should be clear by now, equality of resources must be implemented through 
different types of markets. Hypothetical insurance markets must be used to determine 
what compensation for unequal brute luck people are owed. Equality of resources thus 
requires that a taxation system be set up to offset the inequalities in personal resources 
and other forms of brute luck inequalities by redistributing impersonal resources so as 
to mimic the decisions made on these hypothetical markets, i.e. by redistributing 
impersonal resources at the level and price individuals would choose on those markets, 
assuming equal purchasing power and equal epistemic chances of suffering from the 
various kinds of brute luck. Equality of resources also requires actual markets: against a 
background in which unequal brute luck is compensated for in the stated mannert, 
people receive and transfer resources in line with their choices to consume, produce and 
trade, where the price of the resources they consume, and the payoffs of the occupations 
they perform, are their market prices, as these express the opportunity costs to others of 
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their choices to produce and consume.Markets, actual and hypothetical, when suitably 
regulated, thus play an essential role in equality of resources because they enforce the 
metric of opportunity costs that the ideal adopts.7  

Let us now compare the idea equality of opportunity costs with the idea of the 
envy test, which is the more widely discussed basis for determining equal distribution in 
the literature on equality of resources. The envy test tells us that a distribution of 
resources is equal only if no one envies the resource bundles possessed by any other 
person, i.e., no one would prefer someone else’s bundle of resources to her own (SV, 
67). I submit that the envy test is a test of equality of resources only because and insofar 
as it tracks equality of opportunity costs. As Dworkin remarks when illustrating the 
demands of equality of resources in a simple hypothetical scenario in which people 
divide previously unowned impersonal resources,8 through an idealised market – more 
specifically, an auction: “The auction proposes what the envy test in fact assumes, that 
the true measure of the social resources devoted to the life of one person is fixed by 
asking how important, in fact, that resource is for others” (SV, 70, emphasis added). 
That the envy test is a test of equality of resources because and to the extent that it 
tracks equality of opportunity costs is a point worth pausing to emphasise and clarify, 
both because it is normally overlooked, and because it matters for my discussion of 
parental justice below. 

Envy freeness (whereby, recall, no one prefers anyone else’s bundle of resources 
to her own), is, in many cases, a reliable proxy for equality of opportunity costs. If the 
value of your bundle, measured by what I have to give up as judged by my lights, is the 
same as the value of my bundle, measured by what you have to give up as judged by 
your lights, then neither one of us envies the other. So, when our bundles are equally 
costly in the sense just explained, the distribution of resources is envy free; equality of 
opportunity costs guarantees the absence of envy. 

Inequality of opportunity costs will also often be picked out by the envy test: in 
many cases in which our bundles are unequal in the sense at hand, the envy test fails. 
For example, if we each value equally having both a piece of land and access to the sea, 
and I appropriate the only half of the land that has access to the sea, leaving you with 
the other landlocked half, it is true both that the opportunity costs to you of my 
appropriating the seaside piece are greater than the opportunity costs to me of your 
appropriating the landlocked piece, and that you envy my resource bundle in the sense 
that you prefer, quite literally, my bundle of resources over yours – you would swap 
them if you could.  

But now note that, while the envy test can sometimes track inequality of 
opportunity costs, it does not always do that. One such case is mentioned by Dworkin 
himself: he asks us to suppose that, in the initial island scenario he uses to illustrate the 
ideal of equality of resources, all available resources are magically transformed into a 
large stock of plovers’ eggs and pre-phylloxera claret, and then divided into identical 
bundles of baskets and bottles. In this case, Dworkin notes, although “[m]any of the 
immigrants…are delighted…”, the one who “hates plovers’ eggs and pre-phylloxera 
claret …will feel that he has not been treated as an equal in the division of resources. 
The envy test is met – he does not prefer any one’s bundle to his own – but he prefers 

																																																								
7 “The appeal of the auction, as a device for picturing equality of resources, is precisely 
that it enforces that metric” (SV p. 85). 
8 This is the scenario in which a group of shipwreck survivors wash ashore on an island 
whose resources they must divide equally, and before they begin producing and trading. 



	 7 

what he would have had under some fairer treatment of the initially available resources” 
(SV, 67).  

What I wish to highlight at this point is the following diagnosis of this case (this 
is something which Dworkin does not sufficiently stress, and others, I believe, have 
generally missed). In this case the envy test is not suitable as a proxy of equality of 
resources, because the situation is one in which there is no genuine equality of 
opportunity costs: the bundles of resources that individuals get do not reflect the true 
opportunity costs, to others, of each person’s getting the bundle that they do. There is no 
equality of opportunity costs, in this scenario, because the magical transformation of 
resources into plovers’ eggs and claret makes these resources cheaper than they in fact 
are (judged by the opportunity costs, for the claret and caviar hater, whom I will call 
Fred). Accordingly, those who love claret and plovers’ eggs (Dworkin elsewhere names 
one such character Louis) are appropriating resources more cheaply than is in fact 
justified, by the lights of the opportunity cost metric; because of this, Louis’ bundle, 
while containing the very same items as Fred’s bundle, and while it is not envied by 
Fred, is in fact more valuable, in terms of the opportunity costs metric (i.e. measured by 
what Fred has had to give up, i.e. resources transformed into something else than 
plovers eggs and claret), than the bundle which Fred gets.  

So, to recap: if there is equality of opportunity costs, then envy freeness is 
guaranteed; but the opposite is not true: it is not the case that whenever there is envy 
freeness, there is equality of opportunity costs.9 

These observations help bring to view two main lessons about the nature and 
role of the envy test in the ideal of equality of resources, which are as follows.  

First, the envy test is a heuristic device, rather than a criterial standard for the 
ideal of equality of resources: it offers a helpful way of expressing when equality of 
opportunity costs obtains and when it does not, rather than being what equality of 
resources consists in. (The envy test is, after all, but a “test of an equal division of 
resources” SV, 67, emphasis added.) It is no surprise, then, that it is susceptible to 
different interpretations: these different interpretations of the envy test express different 
ideals of equality. So, for example, the envy test can be used to express the demands of 
equality of opportunity for welfare. Thus, paraphrasing G.A. Cohen’s revised rendering 
of the conditions under which someone can be said to consider himself worse off than 
another person (Cohen 2004: 25), we could say that Fred envies Louis, not in the sense 
that Fred would rather have Louis’ bundle to his own, but in the sense that Fred thinks 
himself less well off with his bundle of resources than Louis is with Louis’ bundle, in 
the sense that the bundle of resources Louis has gives Louis (given Louis’ tastes) a 
greater opportunity for welfare than Fred’s does (given Fred’s tastes). This 
understanding of the envy test does not express the demands of equality of resources. 
The one that does  - which, recall, asks whether anyone prefers anyone else’s bundle of 
resources to his own - is always satisfied if equality of opportunity costs obtains (so that 
Louis’ bundle, judged by Fred’s lights, is as valuable as Fred’s bundle is, judged by 
Louis’ lights), and is generally but not always frustrated when there is inequality of 
opportunity costs. 

Second, and relatedly, it is important to note that the idea of opportunity costs is 
the fundamental one, and explains both when and why the envy test is suitable as a test 
of equality of resources and when and why it is not – and, in the latter case, what needs 
to done for equality of resources to be brought about. So, among other things, to ensure 

																																																								
9 Note: this is why Dworkin posits that the envy test is a necessary condition of equality 
of resources (e.g. SV, 85), but does not say it is sufficient.  
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that what people get duly reflects the true opportunity costs, to others, of their getting 
what they get, it is necessary that the resources which are made available be such that 
they could be of value to people with very different ambitions and projects. (This is 
precisely what does not happen in the scenario in which all resources are transformed 
into caviar and claret.)  

For my purposes later, these two lessons will be important; to be able to make a 
resourcist case for socialising the costs of children, it matters that the role of the envy 
test for equality is more limited and more superficial than it has been taken to be. More 
specifically, it matters that the test’s being satisfied does not ensure that there is equality 
and relatedly, that we need not show that there is envy for us to point to a relevant 
inequality of resources; it also matters that equality in the opportunity costs that people 
impose on one another (and not only, and not primarily, envy freeness) is the guiding 
and underlying principle. In the next two sections I come back to these claims as I build 
the resourcist case for sharing the costs of children.  

 
 
2.  Parental justice: the fair price of productive ambitions 
 
Like most theorists of justice, Dworkin has formulated his view without paying 
attention to questions concerning who should pay the costs of having and raising new 
persons. Instead, he develops the ideal of equality of resources assuming it will apply to 
a “stipulated population” (SV, 71) of adult members, whose size and creation is taken as 
given. Those who have turned to equality of resources with the question of parental 
justice in mind have viewed it as inhospitable to the case for socialisation. In this 
section I explain why, and then turn to arguing that the resourcist case for socialisation 
can and should leverage a different part of the ideal than has been done so far. More 
specifically, I show that the ideal of equality of resources buttresses considerations of 
productive fairness, which those who wish to defend sharing the costs of children can 
appeal to, under many conditions. Some of the costs of children should be shared, under 
many conditions, for the same reasons why producers should be paid for the work they 
do: equality of resources requires that parents, just like producers of tradeable goods, 
not be exploited.  
 
2.1 Sidelining the (supposedly resourcist) view of parenting as an expensive taste  
To begin, let me briefly review the common reading of equality of resources given by 
those who have considered its implications for sharing the costs of children: the ideal 
has been thought to be inhospitable to parental justice because it is thought to either 
always require that parents internalise the costs of children, or to require it in some 
circumstances and permit it in others. Justine Burley, for example, writes: “Given the 
high costs associated with having children it is clear that the preference for offspring 
amounts to what Dworkin calls an expensive taste. Dworkin believes that ministering to 
expensive tastes is counter-intuitive from an egalitarian point of view…” (Burley 2000, 
138). Matthew Clayton, whose view of liberal egalitarian justice draws on Dworkin’s, 
writes: “it is difficult to see how individuals who choose to found a family have a 
justified case for resource transfers from those who prefer to remain childless. Any 
inequality of opportunity or income that is the product of having children compared to 
remaining childless is not the product of unequal brute luck, but rather the result of a 
difference of ambition.” (Clayton 2006, 69). The resourcist reasoning these positions 
voice goes, roughly, as follows.  
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True, having and rearing children is very costly: even just giving children what 
they need as children and until they are of age (let alone what parents wish to give 
them) requires a substantial amount of resources (money and time among others). 
Accordingly, unless the costs of children are shared between parents and society at 
large, the parental role is extremely expensive, so people’s “bank account wealth”10 
would be diminished as a result of having and raising children. But as we know all too 
well, inequality in bank account wealth can be compatible with, indeed demanded by, 
equality of resources. And if we assume, as we should, that (most) people choose to 
have children and view the parental project as what defines success for them (in other 
words – see section 1 above – this is an “ambition” in the Dworkinian sense), equality 
of resources does not require that the costs of children be shared with parents (Casal and 
Williams, 1996). Even worse for those who wish to make the pro-socialisation case: 
equality of resources requires the opposite, namely, that parents bear the costs of 
children (either generally, or at least, when children are not public goods). Parenting is 
“an expensive taste” by the lights of equality of resources, not only in the sense that it is 
an ambition that it is not incumbent on society to support, but in the stronger sense that 
it is contrary to egalitarian justice to share the costs of children. Just as it would be 
unfair to non-gamblers to subsidise gambling or to non-religious people to subsidise 
religion, so it would be unfair to non-parents to subsidise the parental project. Finally – 
so the reasoning continues – if a resourcist case for sharing the costs of children can be 
made, it must turn on showing that the assumption made above (i.e. that parenting is an 
ambition) is unjustified. Equality of resources can only support sharing the costs of 
children if it were shown that parents are at the short end of an inequality in brute luck. 

In this paper I do not aim – nor need - to subject to scrutiny arguments for 
socialisation that ground it in the requirement to neutralise unequal brute luck. 
However, in order to make room for my argument, I must note two related things about 
the reasoning above, in light of which I believe we can and should reject it. First, note 
that it is a mistake to think that it follows from the fact that parenting is an ambition 
with which parents identify, or a choice they make, that equality of resources requires 
that parents internalise the costs of children. As should be clear from the overview 
offered in section 1, the fact that parenting is an ambition only serves, within equality of 
resources, to disqualify parents from adducing as one possible ground of compensation, 
that the costs of children should be shared as compensation for a “handicap” (i.e. for 
being at the short end of an inequality in brute luck). Moreover – and this is my second 
point - it would be a mistake to think that we must show that parents suffer a brute luck 
inequality in order to justify socialising the costs of children within a resourcist 
framework. (Or, in other words, that because parents are disqualified from claiming 
compensation for unequal brute luck, they can adduce no other grounds for sharing the 
costs of children.) While, to be sure, being at the short end of a brute luck inequality 
does ground claims to obtaining extra bank account wealth, it is not the only possible 
ground. Equality of resources also requires that people be able to obtain extra bank 
account wealth as a result of exercising some ambitions – productive ambitions –for the 
exercise of which people should not be exploited. I now turn to this possibility. 
 
2.2 Equality of resources, production and non-exploitation 
Discussions of Dworkin’s view do not dwell much on examining its demands 
concerning “production and trade” where no inequality in brute luck is involved, and 

																																																								
10 Dworkin uses the term “bank-account wealth” to signal that it is not an inequality in 
resources condemned by equality of resources (see SV, 85).  
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where people differ only in their ambitions, which is what we are interested in here. 
Assuming that persons differ only in their ambitions, equality of resources requires that 
the distribution of resources “… reflect the costs or benefits to others of the choices 
people make so that…those who choose to …work in more rather than less profitable 
ways must be permitted to retain the gains that flow from these decisions in an equal 
auction followed by free trade” (SV, 89). This, as was noted in the previous section, is 
what ensuring equality of opportunity costs requires. Because equality of resources is 
realised when the bundle of resources assigned to each person’s ambitions is equal, 
measured by the opportunity costs to others, and since an idealised market must achieve 
equality as measured that way, equality of resources demands that producers (i.e. those 
who create goods and provide services which others need or want) acquire more bank-
account wealth than those who have non-productive ambitions.  

Equality of resources thus captures what we might call considerations of 
productive fairness. By this I mean that equality of resources captures the idea that, 
assuming people differ only in their ambitions, it is unfair to producers to treat benefits 
they create as being, morally speaking, fully on a par with manna from heaven which 
must or may be redistributed equally, without the fact that someone produced it making 
any difference to how producers’ and others’ bank accounts should end up: to do so is 
to allow some to gain at the expense of producers in a way that is contrary to equality of 
resources.  

These points should become clearer if we consider the example Dworkin uses to 
illustrate the demands of equality of resources with regard to production and trade. It 
involves two imaginary characters, Adrian and Bruce, who differ only in their 
productive ambitions: both wish to acquire (previously unowned) land, but while Bruce 
wishes to use it as a tennis court for himself, Adrian wishes to use it to produce 
tomatoes, which others want to buy. How should equality of resources “price” these 
different ambitions? Would it be fair if equal resources were devoted to Adrian and 
Bruce – for example, by giving them each half of the land or, alternatively, by 
redistributing to Bruce any additional wealth that Adrian might acquire as a result of 
selling tomatoes so that he and Bruce’s bank account wealth remains the same? The 
answer is negative: what equality of resources requires is settled by using the auction or 
market device, because this is the appropriate means of ensuring that equality of 
opportunity costs obtains, and equality of opportunity costs, via the auction or market, 
requires unequal bank-account wealth for Adrian and Bruce, according to Dworkin.  

Here is a long quote, selecting text that stretches over two pages and reporting 
the key claims Dworkin makes about the Adrian and Bruce example; I highlight the 
places in which it is perspicuous that the idea of equality of opportunity costs to others 
does the work in determining the price of our ambitions:  

 
If Bruce chooses to acquire land for use as a tennis court, then the question is 
raised how much his account should be charged, in the reckoning whether an 
equal share has been put to his use, in virtue of that choice, and it is right that his 
account should be charged the amount that others would have been willing to pay 
had the land been devoted to their purposes instead. The appeal of the auction…is 
precisely that it enforces that metric. But this scheme will fail, and the device 
disappoint us, unless Adrian is able to bid a price for the same land that reflects 
his intention to work rather than play on it… 

...we reach the same conclusion if we look at the matter from …[Adrian’s] 
point of view as well. If someone chooses to have something inexpensive in his 
life, under a regime of equality of resources, then he will have more left over for 
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the rest of what he wants…a decision to produce one thing rather than another 
with land, or to use the land for leisure rather than production, is also the choice 
of something for one’s life, and this may be inexpensive as well…It would 
…violate equality of resources if the community were to redistribute Adrian’s 
wealth, say, at the end of each year.” (SV, 84-85)  

 
So, under conditions in which people differ only in their ambitions, equality of 
resources not only permits but also requires unequal bank account wealth. This rationale 
is what underpins Dworkin’s often cited claim, in discussions of responsibility-sensitive 
egalitarianism, that equality of resources tells against forcing the Ant to subsidise the 
Grasshopper. If we redistributed resources from the Ant to the Grasshopper, we would 
be violating equality of resources by enabling the Grasshopper, who has an expensive 
non-productive ambition, to gain unfairly at the expense of the Ant’s inexpensive one. 
The Ant would be, in this specific sense, exploited by the Grasshopper.  

There are two important points we need to note about the comparison between 
Adrian and Bruce. First, considerations of fairness, not just efficiency, tell in favour of 
Adrian’s getting extra resources and against redistributing from him to Bruce. As 
Dworkin himself remarks, after the passage quoted above, “….This is not…an 
argument from efficiency as distinct from fairness, but rather an argument that in the 
circumstance described, in which talents are equal, efficiency simply is fairness, at least 
as fairness is conceived under equality of resources.” (SV, 85). Second, it is also not the 
case that (Dworkin assumes or affirms that) Adrian has a right of private property over 
himself and over whatever he comes to acquire by exercising his bodily and mental 
powers in rights-respecting ways, as libertarians would have it. Equality of resources, in 
other words, condemns exploitation but not by assuming producers’ entitlements. Nor 
does equality of resources need to assume or entail that Adrian morally deserves the 
product of his labour: Adrian’s motives or the quality of his will are not implicated at all 
in the judgement that Bruce would be gaining unfairly at the former’s expense if we 
treated what they produce as manna from heaven. Instead, it is because the opportunity 
costs to others of Adrian’s productive ambitions must be reflected in his share, and 
Adrian’s share would be unjustly smaller than Bruce’s, by that metric, if Adrian and 
Bruce had equal bank-account wealth, despite the fact that Bruce’s non-productive 
ambition is, in reality, more expensive than Adrian’s, and Adrian’s, by contrast, is 
inexpensive.  
 
 
3 Parenting as a productive ambition  
 
In order to show that the considerations of productive fairness which equality of 
resources buttresses can and should be deployed to make a case for sharing the costs of 
children, this final section proceeds in two steps. First, I note that while Dworkin 
develops his ideal focusing only on privately ownable goods, what equality of resources 
requires where the production of non-privately ownable goods is concerned is an 
important question that Dworkin (and others who have studied equality of resources) 
does not tackle but that needs addressing. The question of how we should distribute the 
costs of children, where reproduction is socially beneficial, is part of this question. 
Second, I suggest that the commitments of equality of resources tell in favour of 
extending considerations of productive fairness to cover parental ambitions, and I 
explain how the case of production and trade outlined in the previous section maps onto 
the case of parental justice. 
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3.1 Equality of resources and the economy of non-commodifiable goods  
In formulating equality of resources, Dworkin notes that it is an ideal of distributional 
equality or material equality and it identifies only one way in which people should be 
treated equally in order for them to be treated as equals. Distributional equality, he says, 
“…is only one aspect of the more general problem of equality, because it sets aside a 
variety of issues that might be called, by way of contrast, issues about political equality” 
(SV, 11-12).  

But note that, even as far as only distributional equality is concerned, the latter 
includes issues that are left untreated by Dworkin’s discussion of equality of resources, 
concerning how individuals’ resource shares should be affected by their production 
and/or consumption of resources that cannot be privately owned. In affirming this, I do 
not mean to criticise equality of resources. Dworkin acknowledges that his focus is 
restricted - that he will “assume (…) that equality of resources is a matter of equality in 
whatever resources are privately owned by individuals” (SV, 65). But this does not 
mean that the ideal cannot be extended so as to take into account something which is 
undeniably part of the question it seeks to answer: privately ownable resources do not 
exhaust the resources that affect whether material equality obtains, so we need to ask 
what the ideal implies for what we might call “the economy of noncommodifiable 
resources.” The latter refers to the production and the consumption of goods that are 
valuable (by people’s lights – see the discussion in 1.2 above) but the production and/or 
consumption of which cannot be left to actual markets to price and arrange, whether 
because these goods cannot, or may not, be owned, and/or alienated, and/or be alienated 
for money. 

There are a variety of such goods and the list that follows is not meant to be 
exhaustive. They include, first of all and most obviously, public goods, i.e. goods that 
display some degree of non-excludability and non-rivalry and perhaps non-avoidability, 
such as clean air and a defence system; merit goods (or “normative” public goods), i.e. 
goods which a government decides to make available as public goods, such as public 
education, a national health system or a public transport system; publicly (i.e. state-) 
owned, but divisible goods, control and use of which may be assigned to specified 
individuals (e.g. government owned land or roads or buildings; natural resources that 
are not up for privatisation but are leased out); private goods which are non-ownable 
and/or non-tradeable, i.e. their production (broadly understood, to include provision) 
and their consumption (again, broadly understood) is by individuals and for individuals, 
but where the individuals in question do not have (moral and legal) private property 
rights over what they produce and/or consume, e.g. aspects of body and mind that are 
not commodified (organs, tissue, DNA). 

Discussions of equality of resources have neglected but must pay attention to 
what the ideal implies for the economy of non-commodifiable goods. With regard to 
such goods, we need to ask the same question that Dworkin raises and answers with 
regard to ownable and tradeable goods, namely: Assuming that people differ only in 
their ambitions concerning the production and consumption of non-commodifiable 
goods, what does equality of resources entail about how their bundles should be 
affected, for equality of resources to be preserved? The resourcist case for parental 
justice I formulate hangs on the answer to this question, because (under normal 
circumstances) parents, by having and rearing children, are producers of 
noncommodifiable goods. 
 
3.2 Parents as producers of noncommodifiable goods: a simple proposal 
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Recall that, when brute luck inequality is corrected for, equality of resources is equality 
of opportunity costs, and that this view of the demands of equality, where people differ 
only in their productive ambitions, undergirds a requirement of fairness to producers (or 
non-exploitation). The simple answer to the question raised just above extends the view 
of productive fairness sketched in the previous section to cover the case in which people 
produce noncommodifiable goods: where people differ only in their productive 
ambitions, their bundles should reflect the net value or disvalue to others of their 
exercising those ambitions, measured by the metric of opportunity costs the ideal uses. 
The fact that the goods they produce are non-commodifiable rather than commodifiable 
does not matter, fundamentally, for establishing what producers are owed.  
 To illustrate this point, imagine a modified version of the Adrian and Bruce 
example, in which everything is the same as in the original one, except in the following 
respects: Adrian cannot directly receive money for the tomatoes he grows; when he 
receives money from tomato buyers, the money magically vanishes, through no one’s 
fault. Suppose, furthermore, that Adrian is happy to receive payment in the form of 
having funds deposited into a fund that will, when a certain sum is reached, pay for a 
house in his name. Equality of resources requires that Adrian’s resource bundle include 
the house-purchasing fund, just as it required, when tomatoes were fully tradeable, that 
his bank-account wealth grow bigger than Bruce’s, reflecting the value to others of his 
using the land to grow tomatoes. Now suppose, in a further revised version of the 
example, that there is only one direct consumer of tomatoes – a state-run agency – not 
because people do not value tomatoes, but because, by acting as monopsonist, the state-
agency can provide tomatoes to all those who want them, including to all households 
who are at the short end of brute luck inequalities that the state decides to correct for in 
this way among others. Again, it seems that nothing changes, in terms of what equality 
of resources entails, about what Adrian is owed: the state-run agency should now ensure 
that Adrian’s resource bundle reflects the value to others of his productive ambition, in 
the form of a house-purchasing fund, the magnitude of which mimics the prices that 
Adrian’s tomatoes would have fetched if the tomato-consuming households could have 
bid for the tomatoes directly.  
 As these examples illustrate, neither the fact that the goods which producers 
produce cannot be exchanged for money, nor the fact that they cannot be priced by a 
competitive market, makes a fundamental difference to how productive ambitions 
should be priced. With these remarks in mind, it should be straightforward to see how 
the resourcist view about productive ambitions maps onto the parental justice case. To 
illustrate this – and without, I hope, causing offence – we can imagine a third Adrian 
and Bruce example, in which Adrian would like to bid for resources which he intends to 
use, not on growing tomatoes, but on having and raising a child. To know what 
Adrian’s account should be charged – what the price of parenting should be – we should 
know what the opportunity costs are, to others, of the resources being put to this use 
rather than devoted to their purposes instead. If we grant that Adrian’s parenting 
ambition is productive  – Adrian will spend time and energy and some of his material 
resources in raising a child who will, in due time, be an asset to society in various ways 
– then Adrian’s bundle of resources should reflect that fact. It would be unfair to Adrian 
to price his parental ambition as if it were expensive, when it in fact is, in the relevant 
sense (i.e. in terms of its true opportunity costs to others), a cheap one. Adrian’s 
ambition would wrongly be priced as expensive if Adrian had to use his own resources 
to bid for the resources he needs to raise a child, in the same way in which Bruce has to 
use his own resources (fairly, in Bruce’s case) to purchase land on which he intends to 
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play tennis. (In this specific sense, it is wrong to treat parental ambitions as 
consumption choices.)  

Note that to say as much is not to settle on one particular way in which we 
should proceed in the name of equality of resources to avoid exploiting Adrian. For 
notice that we could avoid the unfairness to Adrian in two possible ways: we could 
either reproduce as closely as possible, compatibly with respecting the fact that children 
are not ownable and tradeable, the scheme we establish with tradeable and ownable 
goods; or we could share with Adrian the costs of production (in the example above, we 
could do this, for example, by letting Adrian have the land gratis that Bruce would, by 
contrast, have to pay for himself given his intended, non-productive use of it). Let me 
explain what each of these two options consists in, and why the overall ideal of equality 
of resources tells in favour of the second one over the first. 

The first option is that of a regime in which both the benefits and the costs of 
children are privatised. While children are neither ownable nor tradeable, it is perfectly 
possible, compatibly with respecting fully their equal moral status, to set up socio-
economic institutions so as to offset the costs of parental investments in children, by 
allowing parents to reap some of the material benefits which they contribute to 
producing by having and raising children. To illustrate: one of the major benefits which 
children will provide – their future tax contributions – could be divided so that parents 
recoup some of the costs of children, instead of being divided equally among all citizens 
regardless of whether or not they are parents. Some social scientists have advanced 
proposals of this type, mostly focusing, specifically, on structuring the pension system 
in such a way that parents benefit more from the new generations’ contributions than 
non-parents. We could even imagine an entire split welfare system, rather than just a 
split pension system, in which one’s welfare entitlements vary in line with whether or 
not one is a parent, up to the point – where that point lies is something I come back to 
later – such that parents and non-parents’ lifetime bundles or resources, taking into 
account the costs that parents have incurred in raising children, are equal by the lights of 
equality of resources.  

While the first way in which parental ambitions could be priced in the name of 
equality of resources mimics the way in which other productive ambitions are priced 
(both original Adrian and parenting Adrian bear the costs of production, but the 
institutions we set up ensure that they reap some of the benefits of production, too), 
there is a second possibility. This involves setting up institutions so that the benefits that 
parents contribute to producing – children’s future tax contributions – are shared 
equally among citizens, regardless of whether or not one is a parent, and additionally, 
some of the costs of children are also shared equally. Existing welfare states implement 
various versions of this second scheme: the costs of raising children are shared to 
varying degrees through various family policy packages, and the costs of children as 
added members are shared equally among all citizens, regardless of whether or not they 
are parents (so, overall, the morally required lifetime costs of children, both while they 
are children and while they are adults, might be equally shared in a generous welfare 
state). Likewise, the benefits of children – chiefly, children’s tax contributions once 
they are adults – are shared equally among all citizens, regardless of whether or not they 
are parents.  

It is important to see that, as far as considerations of productive fairness go, 
either of these two schemes – which we can call privatisation and socialisation, 
respectively - is in line with them. This would be surprising, and indeed untenable, if 
productive fairness consisted in the requirement to respect demands of producers’ 
entitlements- that is, if we assumed that producers have full private property over the 
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fruits of their labour. On the view of productive fairness as producers’ entitlements, 
only privatisation would be ideally justified; producers have a right to withhold what 
they produce – this is part of the bundles of rights which private property protects. 
Socialisation would, at most, be justified as a non-ideal, compensatory scheme for 
breaching producers’ claims. But as I argued above, this is not how we need to conceive 
of fairness to producers; equality of resources provides an alternative understanding of 
the grounds and nature of its demands (compared to the libertarian understanding of 
producers’ entitlements just sketched).11 Recall that equality of resources condemns the 
exploitation of producers, where this consists in treating the goods which producers 
produce as if the latter were in all respects like manna from heaven. Equality of 
resources condemns exploitation so understood because and insofar as productive 
ambitions are inexpensive ones, measured by the lights of the opportunity costs metric 
which is at the core of the ideal. So, assuming that, by having and rearing children, 
parents produce net benefits for society, productive fairness as understood by equality 
of resources condemns sharing the benefits of children but not their costs, as this would 
violate equality of opportunity costs; but it is indifferent between the two schemes 
outlined above. 

 However, whether the overall ideal of equality of resources is indifferent 
between them is a further question; productive fairness is but one part of that ideal. 
Although I cannot develop this point at length here, let me conclude this section by 
saying that I think equality of resources – and indeed any liberal egalitarian view – 
must, by dint of its commitment to equality as a social ideal, or equivalently, to viewing 
society as a fair scheme of cooperation in which citizens share one another’s fate, 
favour socialisation over privatisation. To see why, we must note that at the extreme, in 
which all the costs of children, and all the benefits of children, are privatised, the 
society regulated by privatisation is one in which there are no primary or non-remedial 
obligations of egalitarian justice among citizens at large. That is, the obligations to pay 
for each citizen’s fair share falls, ideally, on their parents; fellow citizens are only 
obliged to step in as a matter of non-ideal justice, assuming parents have failed in their 
obligations. So, parents and children are bound to each other, but not to fellow citizens 
generally, by non-remedial obligations of egalitarian justice. By contrast, under 
socialisation, citizens are tied to one another qua fellow citizens, and not qua parties to 
parent-child relationships. So, while both a privatised scheme and a socialised scheme 
can realise the demands of productive fairness, other parts of the ideal of equality of 
resources arguably tell in favour of the latter.  

 
4. Three Challenges: Responsibility; Neutrality; Economic Rents 
 
In the debate on parental justice, it has often been noted that it is difficult to make a pro-
socialisation case that is compatible with the commitments many liberals have to giving 
some role to personal responsibility, and to respecting neutrality among different 
conceptions of the good (e.g. Casal and Williams 2008; Steiner & Vallentyne 2009). In 
this section I discuss how the argument I have developed meets these two potential 
challenges before addressing a further challenge the argument faces.  

 

																																																								
11 Where ownable and tradeable goods are concerned, considerations of efficiency (not 
just in providing incentives, but also of market prices as signalling devices for allocative 
decisions) tell in favor, of course, of adopting private property rights and the market that 
is part and parcel of their exercise.  
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4.1 Responsibility 
On the resourcist argument I have developed, we can acknowledge that parenting is a 
choice or an ambition, without this undermining the case for socialisation. As argued 
earlier (see sections 1.2 and 2.1), equality of resources does not entail holding 
individuals liable for (all or even some or any of) the costs of their choices or ambitions. 
On equality of resources, the fact that something counts as an ambition rather than as a 
circumstance or as a piece of brute luck only serves to disqualify it as a basis for a claim 
to subsidy, i.e. as a basis for a claim to receiving extra resources. Someone’s claim to 
extra resources needed to purchase a wheelchair is valid if their need for it results from 
an accident they could neither predict nor avoid, rather than from a choice they made, 
because the claim is one the satisfying of which is overall costly for others – it is a 
claim for a subsidy in this sense – and unless it reflects unequal brute luck rather than an 
ambition, heeding it would be in violation of, rather than demanded by, equality of 
resources. (Equality of resources – recall – devotes equal resources to the ambition of 
each person.) If someone were a wheelchair collector and claimed a wheelchair subsidy, 
his claim would be null; in this case, his ambition, rather than brute luck, accounts for 
his demand for a subsidy, and so, others would have a complaint about his receiving the 
subsidy, because more resources would be devoted to his ambitions than to theirs. The 
wheelchair collector should use his own wealth to purchase a wheelchair.  

But where people’s ambitions are not, on balance, costly for others, but rather, 
beneficial, as is the case with productive ambitions, the fact that they are ambitions does 
not justify the claim that their holders should see a net diminishment in their wealth as a 
result of exercising them. Instead, quite the opposite is the case. In line with the 
principle that guides the pricing of all ambitions for equality of resources – that 
ambitions should be priced so as to reflect the true opportunity costs, to others, of 
people’s exercising them – productive ambitions are ones the exercise of which should 
lead to an increase in bank account wealth for their holders, as compared to non-
productive ambitions. So, once we understand what the commitment to personal 
responsibility amounts to - why and when people should be held liable for the costs of 
their choices - and since parents’ ambitions are under many circumstances like other 
productive ambitions, it should be clear that the resourcist case for sharing the costs of 
children is compatible with, and indeed expresses, that commitment. 
 
4.2 Neutrality among ambitions 
Turning to neutrality, there is a simple story regarding how the resourcist pro-
socialisation case respects that commitment, which concerns the simple proposal 
sketched in section 3.2. Once we do move beyond that proposal, a more complex story 
is needed to show that the resourcist case for socialisation can respect neutrality. Let me 
explain.  

Above I argued that, against a background in which inequalities in brute luck are 
duly redressed and people differ only in their ambitions, the resources held by producers 
of non-commodifiable goods should reflect the net value or disvalue to others of their 
exercising their productive ambitions, measured by the liberal metric of opportunity 
costs which equality of resources uses. And as I noted (in section 1.3), that metric of 
opportunity costs defers to people’s subjective evaluations rather than appealing to a 
standard of value for measuring opportunity costs which rests on controversial 
judgements. In this sense the metric of opportunity cost which equality of resources 
uses is liberal – where this means, here, specifically, that it is neutrality-respecting. By 
way of illustration, remember the Adrian and Bruce example. How much people 
(including Adrian and Bruce themselves) value the land that Adrian and Bruce are 
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bidding resources to buy, and how much they value the tomatoes that Adrian will 
produce on the land, determine the price of Adrian’s and Bruce’s ambitions. If Bruce’s 
ambition counts as more costly than Adrian’s, on equality of resources, this is not 
because of a judgement that a life playing tennis is less worthy than a life producing 
tomatoes; instead, it is because, on balance, what others have to give up for Bruce to 
have the land is more, as judged by the lights of what they want for themselves (land 
put to alternative uses, and tomatoes), than what they have to give up if Adrian has the 
land. Productive fairness considerations, then, respect, and indeed express, the 
commitment to neutrality.  

However, a complication arises where the production of non-commodifiable 
goods is involved that is relevant for meeting the neutrality challenge. Recall that the 
fact that the goods are non-commodifiable does not matter fundamentally: assuming we 
have a satisfactory way of measuring these goods’ value to others, given that we cannot 
rely on the actual market, the same argument goes through with these goods as it does 
with goods that can be owned and traded. However, the fact that goods are non-
commodifiable does matter in one way: we need to ask whether we do in fact have a 
satisfactory way of measuring the value of non-commodifiable goods. The neutrality 
challenge reappears here: how can we know, about specific non-commodifiable goods 
that some people produce, what the opportunity costs are to others, measured by the 
lights of what people want for themselves, of resources being devoted to the purpose of 
producing those goods? More specifically, which non-commodifiable goods should be 
produced, in what quantity, at what price, and at whose expense, are the four main 
issues which, absent actual markets (which settle these issues for commodifiable 
goods), we need to find some alternative, neutrality-respecting mechanism to help us 
settle.  

We should be aware here that insofar as we contemplate using publicly levied 
funds or social resources to pay the producers of non-commodifiable goods, thereby 
making everyone pay for them, as in the case of socialising the costs of children, the 
requirement of neutrality seems especially hard to meet. When they have discussed the 
provision of public goods - a sub-class of non-commodifiable goods - liberal political 
philosophers have raised the very worry I am reporting here. As John Rawls notes, for 
example, whether or not public expenditure on certain public goods is justified depends 
on whether that expenditure is compatible with acknowledging that “[t]here is no more 
justification for using the state apparatus to compel some citizens to pay for unwanted 
benefits that others desire than there is to force them to reimburse others for their 
private expenses” (Rawls 1971, 250).  

Although the issues at stake merit a fuller treatment than I can offer here, there 
are two things we can say to defuse the challenge from neutrality where the non-
commodifiable goods under discussion are some of the benefits of parents’ having and 
raising children. Recall that, as noted earlier, parents contribute to creating human 
capital, which benefits society at large in various ways, including, crucially, insofar as 
children become future contributors to a society’s tax revenues. This fact is significant 
for two reasons. First, these benefits of children, unlike other non-commodifiable goods 
whose being beneficial to others depends on their particular preferences or views of the 
good, are benefits which any citizen can be presumed to want, and which maintain 
society’s just institutions; this is evidenced by the fact that society deliberately 
socialises these benefits of children, which are not themselves, strictly speaking, public 
goods.12 Second, unlike with the production of other public goods, this particular 

																																																								
12 See Olsaretti 2013 for a discussion of this and the discussion in 3.2 above.  
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benefit which parents contribute to producing is the very same benefit that fellow 
citizens complain about having to forgo; but whether they have a claim to withhold that 
benefit without sharing in the costs of its production is precisely what is under 
consideration. To illustrate the point vividly: if Adrian’s tomatoes were socialised, and 
Adrian staked a claim to having his bundle of resources reflect the fact that his 
productive ambitions were of net benefit to others (as evinced by the very fact that his 
tomatoes are deliberately socialised!), asking for the costs of his cultivating tomatoes to 
be shared, others could not complain that their having to give Adrian some of his 
tomatoes back amounted to “reimbursing” him for his private expenses.  

So, some of the benefits that parents create by having and rearing children – the 
facts that they are all-purpose goods which maintain just institutions and the very 
revenues that non-parents are asked to share - are such that the neutrality challenge does 
not apply to the case for socialising the costs of children as it does to the publicly 
supported production of other non-commodifiable goods. This is not to say that I have 
shown the challenge of neutrality to be altogether irrelevant: in determining how many 
children society should share the costs of, and at what cost, considerations of neutrality 
must constrain the answers we give, and which I have not attempted to develop here. 
Some costs of children, for example, will be ineligible for public sharing, because they 
reflect parents’ conceptions of the good rather than some publicly justified standard of 
what is owed to children, or of what, compatibly with respecting children’s rights, it 
may be in a liberal society’s interest to invest in children.  
 
4.3 Economic rents for parents and other producers? 
So far I have assumed that the arguments offered in the previous sections are successful 
and discussed whether the case for socialisation they support respects the liberal 
commitments to responsibility and neutrality. I now turn to examine an objection to the 
argument made in the previous sections. According to this objection, on equality of 
resources, producers only acquire claims to extra wealth if and to the extent that doing 
so is necessary by way of incentive, and then only because efficiency tells in favour of 
their receiving such wealth. If, by contrast, individuals do not need incentives in order 
to exercise their productive ambitions, equality of resources does not require that they 
be rewarded or compensated in any way. To suggest otherwise would be to maintain, 
implausibly, that egalitarian justice tells in favour of paying people economic rents.13  

My reply to this objection proceeds in two steps. First, I clarify why Dworkin’s 
own view is that both efficiency and fairness tell in favour of the claims of producers. 
Holding this is compatible with thinking that fairness considerations in favour of 
producers’ claims only kick in where incentives are needed. In a second step, I argue 
that productive fairness considerations can stand even where incentives are not needed, 
and that this becomes apparent once we sideline two thoughts that suggest otherwise, 
which rest on misinterpretations of equality of resources. (In the next section, I go on to 
argue that the fact that equality of resources gives this verdict is welcome because by so 
doing it avoids a problematic bias in favour of narrowly self-interested ambitions). 
 To begin with, then, note that Dworkin himself, when discussing productive 
ambitions, makes it clear that both considerations of efficiency and of fairness tell in 
favour of rewarding producers. That incentives are needed and efficiency considerations 
are at stake in Dworkin’s own discussion of production is clear from what Dworkin 
says. When we are determining the payoffs of Adrian’s productive ambition, Dworkin 

																																																																																																																																																																		
 
13 I am grateful to Andrew Williams for raising this challenge. 
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remarks that Adrian must be able to “bid a price for the land that reflects his intention to 
work rather than play on it and so to acquire whatever gain would prompt him to make 
that decision (SV, 84, italics added)”; Adrian’s prospective earnings from tomatoes are 
clearly an incentive payment for him. And allowing Adrian to reap the incentive 
payment is required for efficiency, as third parties gain, too. As Dworkin notes, looking 
at the matter from the perspective of others rather than Adrian himself, unless we allow 
Adrian’s prospective tomato growing to be rewarded, “… those who want tomatoes and 
would pay Adrian his price for them will not be able to bid indirectly, through Adrian’s 
decision, against Bruce, who will then secure his tennis court at a price that, because it 
is too low, defeats equality of resources” (SV 84). In cases like this one, both fairness 
and efficiency are implicated, and they speak in one voice. After the passage just 
quoted, Dworkin continues: “This is not, I should add, an argument from efficiency as 
distinct from fairness, but rather an argument that in the circumstances described, in 
which talents are equal, efficiency simply is fairness, at least as fairness is conceived 
under equality of resources…” (SV 85).  

Why Dworkin says this should be clear; the reasoning was reconstructed above 
(section 2.2.), so I will summarise it briefly here. Equality of resources requires that an 
equal bundle of resources be devoted to the ambitions of each person; where people 
differ only in their ambitions, each person’s bundle should be determined fully by the 
opportunity costs to others, measured by their lights, of having to forgo the resources 
that make up that bundle. The opportunity costs are the potential benefits we miss out 
on – what we have to forgo – as a result of the resources’ being put to one use rather 
than to other uses. So, the benefits as well as the costs that result from each person’s 
appropriating a resource determine what the opportunity costs are, to others, of her 
appropriating a resource. Because Adrian would produce something that others want on 
the land, whereas Bruce would fence it off for his private use, the opportunity costs to 
others of Bruce’s appropriating the land are higher than those of Adrian’s appropriating 
it. Adrian’s (productive) ambition is cheaper than Bruce’s, and this should be reflected 
in Adrian’s and Bruce’s respective bundles. Adrian’s reaping some rewards for his 
tomatoes, or equivalently, his paying less for the land than Bruce would (while still 
obtaining the land), is required by fairness to Adrian, where fairness is equality of 
opportunity costs. 14 
 Now, someone might argue that saying that fairness as well as efficiency tells in 
favour of Adrian’s bundle including the land plus some extra wealth is compatible with 
holding that, where efficiency does not require paying Adrian, neither does fairness. 
Imagine that Adrian did not need the incentive payment to grow tomatoes, and were 
willing to pay enough for the land, out of his own resource bundle, to outbid Bruce, and 

																																																								
14 When I talk about “paying” Adrian, I mean something quite broad, then, i.e. that his 
overall bundle of resources should be greater than it would be if he did not choose to 
exercise his productive ambition, and greater than the overall bundle of resources that 
he or others would be entitled to have if their ambitions were non-productive and costly 
to others. As noted earlier with regard to the case of parents, Adrian’s being paid could 
take the form of his receiving money in exchange of tomatoes after paying for the land 
himself (privatisation) or his having prospective tomato consumers subsidise the land 
and other costs of production (socialisation). Considerations of efficiency, in Adrian’s 
case, tell in favour of the former arrangement: unlike in the case of parents, which I 
discussed in 3.2, where ownable and tradeable goods are concerned, efficiency tells in 
favour of giving producers private property rights over them and allowing them to 
exercise those rights freely (i.e., allowing for a market).  
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grow tomatoes without being paid for them – perhaps he would be willing to leave a 
piece of his cultivated land open to the public as a “pick-your-own-tomatoes-for-free” 
area. This arrangement seems compatible with equality of resources; there would be no 
unfairness to Adrian.  
 I think this reasoning is flawed. To show why, it is helpful to begin by noting 
that its endorsement may be motivated by one or both of two thoughts which are 
unwarranted and should be set aside. The first is the thought that in the scenario just 
sketched, it must be true of Adrian that he loves tomato growing, and that, indeed, he 
loves it so much that, even when he has to internalise all the costs of tomato growing 
himself, he does not envy Bruce’s bundle, despite the fact that the latter includes more 
bank account wealth than Adrian’s does. The second thought that might draw us to the 
reasoning above is the fact that in the scenario above, Adrian seems to freely choose to 
forgo an opportunity to earn from his tomato-growing work.  
 With regard to the first thought, it rests on a misunderstanding of equality of 
resources. Neither the fact that Adrian loves tomatoes nor the fact that he would not 
envy Bruce in a regime in which he is unpaid disqualifies his claim to getting paid. For 
notice that on equality of resources, unlike for equality of welfare, whether Adrian loves 
growing his tomatoes or experiences it as drudgery is irrelevant for determining what 
the price of his ambitions should be. As Dworkin himself remarks, 
 

Adrian might actually enjoy his hard work, so that he makes no 
sacrifice. He prefers working hard to anything else. But his 
preference cannot provide any argument, under equality of 
resources, that he should gain less in money or other goods by his 
work than if he hated every minute of it, any more than it argues 
against charging someone a low price for lettuce, which he 
actually prefers to truffles (SV, 85).  
 

As for the fact that Adrian would not envy Bruce even if he had to pay for the full price 
of bidding for the land against Bruce and were not paid for his tomatoes, it does not 
show that Adrian would not be treated unfairly under that scenario. As argued earlier 
(sections 1.3 and 2.2), the envy test is a heuristic device; while its being violated does 
reliably track the presence of inequality of opportunity costs, its being satisfied does not 
guarantee that true equality of opportunity costs obtains. Since we know that Adrian’s 
ambitions are costlier than Bruce’s, by the metric of opportunity costs, the fact that the 
envy test is satisfied does not show that there is no inequality. This is one case in which 
the test does not track what it is on other occasions helpful in tracking.  
 The second thought that may draw us to think that fairness does not tell against 
treating the product of Adrian’s productive ambitions as if it were manna from heaven 
is the fact that in the scenario I sketched above, Adrian seems to choose to forgo an 
opportunity to earn from his tomato-growing work. This thought, I believe, confounds 
our response to that scenario. The question of whether a producer may forgo the 
opportunity to earn what he is owed for his productive ambition is one thing; the 
question of whether socio-economic arrangements exploit producers if they do not give 
them the opportunity to be paid for their productive ambitions is another; the second, 
not the first, of these questions is what I have addressed by appeal to the ideal of 
equality of resources addresses and given an affirmative answer to.  

If we leave these two thoughts to one side, as I have argued that we should, the 
claim that fairness, as equality of resources understands it, requires that Adrian be paid 
even where he does not require incentive payments should appear as unobjectionable. 



	 21 

As I have now said several times, equality of resources holds that, when we assume that 
people differ only in their ambitions, the price or payoffs of those ambitions must be 
determined by the opportunity costs to others of their exercising those ambitions. The 
market device (whether in the form of an auction, hypothetical markets, or actual 
markets) is used by equality of resources because and insofar as it enforces this metric 
of opportunity costs. Now, of course, the market device, under the right conditions, also 
typically serves efficiency, by signalling to prospective producers what others want to 
have produced and at what cost, and by offering incentives to prospective producers 
who may not, short of obtaining the fair price of their ambitions (i.e. the price that 
reflects the opportunity costs, to others, of their exercising those ambitions), exercise 
those ambitions. But these two functions of markets can come apart, and, I submit, we 
should keep this firmly in view in order to avoid a particular species of productive 
unfairness or exploitation, namely, the exploitation of those with other-regarding 
ambitions. The next section elaborates this claim. 
   

 
5. Equality of resources vs. the bias in favour of narrowly self-interested ambitions  

 
Suppose you are the parent of two non-identical 14 year-old male twins, Jake and 
Amian.15 To the best of your knowledge and ability, you have brought them up in as 
similar a fashion as is compatible with the fact that they are two different individuals, 
and let us assume they have been exposed to similar influences outside the home. They 
are, however, very different in the following respect. Jake has had a tendency, since he 
was very small, to be rather self-centred. He responds well to sticks and carrots 
strategies to get him to do things he is inclined to resist, including pleasing or benefiting 
others. He is not pathologically indifferent or insensitive to other persons, but most of 
his desires are desires about him. Amian, by contrast, is generally more attentive and 
responsive to others’ reactions. He is not self-denying, and has a healthy sense of his 
claims and stands up for himself when he is wronged. But he spontaneously enjoys it 
when you, his sibling and friends are pleased, he likes to buy presents he anticipates you 
will like and often puts himself out to do small favours for those he cares for. 

As Jake´s and Amian´s parent, you face some quandaries about how it is fair (as 
opposed to educationally efficacious, or good in other ways, e.g. insofar as it promotes 
family harmony) to respond to these differences in their character and behaviour – 
assuming that these are not matters of unequal brute luck, but ambitions and choices 
that can ground liability. So, imagine that, having spent his weekly pocket money, as 
usual, on buying his favourite gadget for himself, Jake, who has been invited to a 
friend’s birthday party, asks for extra money to buy his friend a present. When Amian 
was invited to his friend’s birthday party the week before, he used his own pocket 
money, as usual, to buy a present for his friend. Should you give Jake the extra money? 
If you do, would it be fair that you also give the same amount of extra money to Amian, 
to spend as he wishes, or may you abstain from giving Amian anything, on the grounds 
that, after all, the pocket money Amian (as much as Jake) received was his to spend as 
he wishes, including, if he liked, on himself, and it was Amian´s choice to spend it on 

																																																								
15 This example is adapted from one of Carol Gilligan’s real cases, involving a girl 
named Amy and a boy called Jake, discussed in her In A Different Voice (Gilligan 
1982). Unlike Gilligan’s case, the imaginary one I use, involving identical male twins 
with a similar upbringing, aims to set aside concerns about unequal socialisation and 
gender differences.  
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his friend´s birthday present? 
Or suppose that, in order to get Jake to do chores around the house you need to 

offer him extra pocket money, whereas Amian asks for nothing as a condition of his 
doing chores. Is it unfair for you to incentivise Jake this way, or at least, is it unfair for 
you to give Jake extra pocket money in this case, while not also giving some extra 
money to Amian? 

I think it is unfair to Amian to give Jake but not him extra pocket money in both 
the birthday present case and in the house chores case. I also think that it is unfair to 
Amian to give them equal amounts of money, both under the scenario in which neither 
receives the extra money (and Jake never uses his own pocket money to buy anyone but 
himself anything, while Amian often does the opposite; and given that Jake, in these 
circumstances, shirks chores regularly, while Amian does them), and under the scenario 
under which both get extra money as well as their pocket money (assuming that, under 
this scenario, it is still the case that Jake mostly benefits only himself, and does 
substantially fewer house chores than Amian, i.e. only those he receives the extra 
money to do.)  
 By appeal to equality of resources, we can say the following. Certain ways of 
setting up our socio-economic institutions (in the example at issue here, the pocket 
money scheme), so that different ambitions face the payoffs they do to the disadvantage 
of those with ambitions which are not narrowly self-interested, are biased in favour of 
those with self-interested ambitions, that is, ambitions which involve the satisfaction of 
desires about oneself. This bias has no justification, and institutions that exhibit it are 
unfair to those whose ambitions involve benefiting others. The bias is unfair in that it 
allows those with self-interested ambitions to obtain benefits, because they are self-
interested, from and at the expense of those whose ambitions are other-regarding. 
However, the former is not a morally relevant ground for obtaining benefits and 
shunning burdens, just as having other-regarding ambitions is not a morally relevant 
reason for having to bear more burdens than others. Why should it be? In fact, the 
opposite is often true: insofar as those with other-regarding ambitions benefit others, the 
social value, to others, of their ambitions is not being registered and recognised. So, 
while nothing could be said, to those with other-regarding ambitions, as to why their 
ambitions should be “priced” more than self-interested ones, something could be said, 
to those with self-interested ambitions, as to why they may or should receive less: the 
net costs to others of self-interested ambitions is generally higher than the costs of 
other-regarding ones. 

By the lights of equality of resources, we should set things up so that acting in 
pursuit of one’s (narrow) self-interest, rather than in other-regarding ways, counts as an 
expensive taste, because self-interested preferences are expensive for others, by the 
lights of the metric of opportunity costs which the ideal uses. The net cost, to his parents 
and sibling, of Jake’s having the preferences that he does is greater than Amian’s, and it 
would be unfair to Amian to treat this fact as irrelevant.  

That equality of resources can capture claims of those like Amian is, in my 
view, something that contributes to its credentials as an egalitarian theory. Welfare 
based views cannot do that.16 While Amian’s pocket money is an economic rent rather 

																																																								
16 In his discussion of equality of welfare, Dworkin notes that if it allows for the 
satisfaction of external preferences, including political preferences, to count, then it 
gives “…those who are selfish more for themselves, to compensate for the success 
others have from that benevolence”, and that “it is surely a mark against any conception 
of equality that it recommends a distribution in which people have more for themselves 
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than an incentive payment should not detract from his having a claim to it. Equality of 
resources’s condemning exploitation even when efficiency considerations are silent, in 
the way discussed thus far, is an advantage, not a shortcoming, of the view.17 
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