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The Principles of Justice 

to be determined by the natural distribution of abilities and talents. 
Within the limits allowed by the background arrangements, distribu
tive shares are decided by the outcome of the natural lottery; and 
this outcome is arbitrary from a moral perspective. There is no more 
reason to permit the distribution of incpme and wealth to be settled 
by the distribution of natural assets than by historical and social 
fortune. Furthermore, the principle of fair opportunity can be only 
imperfectly carried out, at least as long as the institution of the 
family exists. The extent to which natural capacities develop and 
reach fruition is affected by all kinds of social conditions and class 
attitudes. Even the willingness to make an effort, to try, and so to be 
deserving in the ordinary sense is itself dependent upon happy family 
and social circumstances. It is impossible in practice to secure equal 
chances of achievement and culture for those similarly endowed, 
and therefore we may want to adopt a principle which recognizes 
this fact and also mitigates the arbitrary effects of the natural lottery 
itself. That the liberal conception fails to do this encourages one to 
look for another interpretation of the two principles of justice. 

Before turning to the conception of democratic equality, we 
should note that of natural aristocracy. On this view no attempt is 
made to regulate social contingencies beyond what is required by 
formal equality of opportunity, but the advantages of persons with 
greater natural endowments are to be limited to those that further V 
the good of the poorer sectors of s�ety. 'tb.e-Mistocratic ideal is 
applied to a system that is open, at least from a legaLpoint of view, 
and the better situation of those favored b it is re arded as ·ust 
on y w en less wou e a those below if less were iven to 

se a ove.12 In this way the idea of noblesse oblige is carried over 
to �nception of natural aristocracy. 

Now both the liberal conception and that of natural aristocracy 
are unstable. For once we are troubled by the influence of either 

12. This formulation of the aristocratic ideal is derived from Santayana's account
of aristocracy in ch. IV of Reason and Society (New York, Charles Scribner, 
1905), pp. 109f. He says, for example, "an aristocratic regimen can only be 
justified by radiating benefit and by proving that were less given to those above, 
less would be attained by those beneath them." I am indebted to Robert Rodes 
for pointing out to me that natural aristocracy is a possible interpretation of the 
two principles of justice and that an ideal feudal system might also try to fulfill 
the difference principle. 

74 

13. Democratic Equality

social contingencies or natural chance on the determination of dis
tributive shares, we are bound, on reflection, to be bothered by the 
influence of the other. From a moral standpoint the two seem equally 
arbitrary. So however we move away from the system of natural 
liberty, we cannot be satisfied short of the democratic conception. 
This conception I have yet to explain. And, moreover, none of the 
preceding remarks are an argument for this conc.eption, since in a 
contract theory all arguments, strictly speaking, are to be made in 
terms of w�at it would be rational to choose in the original position. 
But I am concerned here to prepare the way for the favored inter
pretation of the two principles so that these criteria, especially the 
second one, will not strike the reader as too eccentric or bizarre. I 
have tried to show that once we try to find a rendering of them 
which treats everyone equally as a moral person, and which does not 
weight men's share in the benefits and burdens of social cooperation 
�c�ording to their social fortune or their luck in the natural lottery, 
It IS clear that the democratic interpretation is the best choice among 
the four alternatives. With these comments as a preface, I now tum 
to this conception. 

13. EMOCRATIC EQUALITY AND THE�
DIFFERENCE PRINCIPLE J 

The democratic interpretation, as the table suggests, is arrived at 
by combining the principle of fair equality of opportu�ity with the 
difference principle. This principle removes the indeterminateness 
of the principle of efficiency by singling out a particular position 
from which the social and economic inequalities of the basic structure 
are to be judged. Assuming the framework of institutions required 
by _equal liberty and fair equality of opportunity, the higher expec
tations of those better situated are just if and only if they work as 
part of a scheme which improves the expectations of the least ad
vantaged members of society. The intuitive idea is that the social 
order is not to establish and secure the more attractive prospects of 
those better off unless doing so is to the advantage of those less.:-
fortunate. ( See the discussion of the difference principle that 
follows.) 
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