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ABSTRACT

This essay identifies a point of convergence between
economically oriented, distributive approaches to social
justice and culturally oriented, identitarian ones.The pri-
mary problem of difference politics, I claim, is insuring
that disadvantaged groups have equal abilities to parti-
cipate in the social processes that construct and value
identities. I argue that this is best accomplished through
a conception of equality promoting human agency in
both the cultural and economic spheres.
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The past decade has seen a sea change in our

notions of social justice. Issues of multicul-
turalism, identity politics, group rights, new

social movements, and the ‘recognition of 
difference’ have injected new energy into 

our thinking, forcing us to significantly recon-
figure some old views and to develop more

differentiated and nuanced versions of oth-
ers. More radically, though, this work has also

questioned the soundness of many domi-
nant conceptions of social justice. Distributive 



justice has come under particular fire. Distribution, its critics maintain, only

reallocates pieces of an already-given pie, failing to ask why the pie was

unequally divided in the first place and whether extra pie is what people
really need. These critics claim that distributive justice ignores the symbolic

and cultural character of unjust inequalities, that it focuses too heavily on

equality rather than difference, and that it frames problems as purely distrib-

utive in nature, excluding other types of solution.

The result has been a recent series of debates over the relative merits of eco-

nomic versus cultural approaches to social justice, and more particularly, over
distributive justice versus new forms of cultural identity politics focusing on

the ‘recognition of difference’. In these discussions it has become fairly clear
that we cannot construe social justice either as strictly economic or strictly 

cultural in character, and that both are unavoidable aspects of some broader 
picture. It has also become clear, however, that the task of reconciling 

socio-economic egalitarianism and cultural identity politics is fraught with
problems. 

A principal difficulty from a political theorist’s point of view is that the two
bodies of thought focusing on these issues are so distinct from one another

in approach, subject matter, and theoretical commitment. Distributive justice
deals primarily with the reallocation of goods and the structural alteration

of markets, while identity politics focuses on the ideological effects of social
knowledge and symbolic representation. Thus it seems that ne’er the twain

should meet. This, I believe, is simply an artifact of our own conceptual nar-
rowness, however, and not an accurate reflection of the complex social real-

ity underlying our theoretical constructions. What we need, clearly, is a better
way of thinking about the cultural character of socio-economic injustice and

the economic effects of culture. 

My goal is to tackle this problem and outline a plausible solution to it. I will
try to blur the lines that are often drawn between ‘old-fashioned distributive

justice’ and the ‘new politics of difference’, highlighting the close connections
between economic and cultural issues of social justice. I am particularly inter-

ested in seeing what forms of universalism and egalitarianism can meet the
challenges posed by identity politics. This is not intended as a rear-guard

action, however - as some desperate attempt to save an out-moded, mod-
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ernist egalitarianism from the ascendant threat of post-modern agonism.

Rather, my intentions are pluralistic, searching for an approach to social jus-

tice that is simultaneously difference-sensitive and egalitarian. 

In section one, I outline some of the challenges we face in dovetailing redis-

tribution and recognition. Section two examines the resources of several con-
temporary distributive theories to cope with the challenges of identity politics.

This provides the basis for a model conception of social justice in section
three. The ‘capability’ approach I outline there simultaneously addresses inter-

connected problems of economic inequality and cultural disrespect. It takes
a concrete, distributive approach to problems of identity, developing mate-

rialist solutions for symbolic, cultural problems. Section four refines this
approach, showing that distributive justice and the politics of difference are

not only compatible, but necessary and intertwined aspects of a broader pic-
ture of social justice. 

1. Tensions Between Cultural and Economic Justice

The problem of reconciling economic and cultural justice has a long history,
reaching back at least to the epistemological Marxism of Lukács, Gramsci,

and Althusser and to subsequent work in critical theory and Birmingham
School cultural studies. One of the central moves in this tradition is to level

the hierarchy between economic base and cultural/political superstructure,
so that culture and economy are seen as equally primary aspects of society

that condition and interact with one another. In the more sophisticated ren-
derings of this picture, economic relations are reproduced partly through 

cultural means; and cultural tastes, needs, and epistemic frameworks are 
conditioned in many ways by economic relations. Thus there is no purely

economic nor purely cultural sphere of social life, and anyone pursuing jus-
tice in one sphere will be forced to deal with both of them as interconnected

parts of a larger whole.

The problems of pursuing social justice simultaneously on both of these fronts

have been most forcefully posed in Nancy Fraser’s recent work.1 Like her
Western Marxist predecessors, Fraser views culture and political economy as

complexly intertwined aspects of a larger social whole. Her account makes
a major advance over earlier ones, however, because of its analytical acumen
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in theorising the historically specific tensions between modern economies
and contemporary cultures. Fraser makes a series of perspectival distinctions

that will be very useful for pursuing the project I have outlined. Among these

are (1) a distinction between cultural and economic perspectives on social

justice, and (2) a matrix for organising possible strategies to integrate these

two perspectives.

(1) To clarify the interrelations between cultural and economic justice, Fraser

makes an analytical distinction between economic and cultural perspectives
on social justice.2 This is a social-theoretic distinction between perspectives

rather than an ontological distinction between separate realms of human

activity. It views social reality through lenses of two different colours, in order

to characterise more precisely the ways in which contemporary economies

and cultures are intertwined, yet not identical.3 To avoid possible misunder-

standings at the cost of wordiness, I will refer to this distinction below as

‘social justice from the perspective of political economy’ versus ‘social jus-

tice from the perspective of culture’. 

An analytical distinction between two perspectives makes it possible to account
for the partial decoupling of economy and culture in contemporary social

life. Rationalised economies and cultures have been differentiated out of social
life to some extent, but they are still embedded in a common social, institu-

tional, and material order that yokes them together. Particularly in cases of
gender and “race” (and to a lesser extent, class and sexual preference), there

are unfortunate synergies between economy and culture.4 Cultural attribu-
tions of identity are complexly interconnected with the structural and insti-

tutional sources of economic disadvantage. The causal connections between
them run in both directions, sometimes forming a descending spiral of cul-

tural denigration and economic inequality. Therefore the economic and cul-
tural realities underlying our theories of social justice can neither be collapsed

into one another nor neatly separated (as theorists of both distributive 
justice and multiculturalism tend to do). By distinguishing culture from 

economy in a perspectival sense, however, Fraser provides us with a pair of
idealised standards against which we can measure the actually-existing 

tangle of contemporary cultural-economic relations.

(2) This distinction also provides us with a more precise way to formulate
the challenge of unifying distributive justice and difference politics. The chal-
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lenge, in this case, is to discover new ways of theorising social justice that
are adequate from each perspective. In order to sketch a direction to follow,

Fraser develops a conceptual two-by-two matrix formed by the intersection
of two further distinctions. They are ‘redistribution’ versus ‘recognition’ as

remedies for social injustices; and ‘transformative’ versus ‘affirmative’ out-

comes of such remedies.5

The key question invited by this analysis is whether it is best to pursue a

broadly affirmative program or a broadly transformative one in combining
recognition and redistribution. Is it better, on one hand, to valorise differ-

ences by recognising them while simultaneously reallocating goods to com-
pensate for market injustices? Or is it better, on the other hand, to dismantle

differences by deconstructing them while structurally altering the economy
to prevent injustice? 

Fraser shows that affirmative strategies - that is, affirmative cultural politics
combined with affirmative approaches to economic justice - tend to be self-

defeating. Each of these types recognises and emphasises differences. Affirmative
recognition does this as its central goal, while affirmative redistribution does

it indirectly, distributing goods and services over and over to the same groups
of people and symbolically framing them as deficient and needy. Such dis-

tributions entrench stereotypes directed against subordinate “races,” ethnic-
ities, and genders, even while attempting to equalise the material bases of

respect. As a result, they often generate a backlash of resentment and deni-
gration, creating disrespect. Recognising differences in such cases creates a

cultural undertow in which the positive advantages of recognition and redis-
tribution are undermined by stigmatisation. Fraser thus identifies a short-

circuit between affirmative redistribution and recognition of identity which
she calls the “redistribution-recognition dilemma.”6

Because of the inherent problems that she diagnoses in affirmative remedies,
Fraser concludes that we ought to pursue transformative ones in order to

bring recognition and redistribution together most successfully. The most rad-
ical strategies also turn out to be the least dilemmatic. The preferred solu-

tion, then, is transformative redistribution restructuring the economy and
transformative recognition deconstructing stigmatising identities.
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These two aspects of Fraser’s work provide us with a clear direction to fol-

low in combining distributive justice and the politics of difference, as well as

some keen insights into the pitfalls that await us along the way. In order to

put this work to its fullest use, however, I will develop several of its themes

more fully.

First, a close look at the redistribution-recognition dilemma reveals that it is

dilemmatic specifically within the sphere of identity, not political economy.
The dilemma occurs when stigmatised identities are either purposely or inad-

vertently reinforced - purposely, by a politics advocating the affirmation of
differences, or inadvertently, by distributive policies that mark certain groups

of people as chronically ‘needy’ or deficient in some way. Therefore, the 
actual contradiction is symbolic rather than socio-economic in nature. It is a

problem arising because affirmative remedies tend to differentiate identities
and attach negative valuations to them, rather than a problem of economic

disequilibrium and crisis.

Because it is primarily a problem of identity, the redistribution-recognition

dilemma takes different forms, depending upon the case in question. In the
case of recognition, the dilemma is wholly a cultural problem. Some forms

of recognition (the affirmative ones) are self-contradictory in a cultural and
symbolic sense: they cause both positive and negative revaluations of iden-

tity, with a net negative effect. When we evaluate different strategies of recog-
nition, then, we must therefore keep an eye out for multiple, self-defeating

effects within the sphere of identity. In contrast, redistribution manifests the
dilemma in a somewhat different manner. It is not a self-contradictory strat-

egy as such. Rather, it runs into problems because it is inseparably bound up
with cultural side effects. When we evaluate different strategies of redistrib-

ution, then, we must be careful to examine them both from the perspectives
of the economy (noting their primary effects) and culture (noting their side

effects). In this case, we are trying to avoid negative cultural side effects that
would counterbalance a strategy’s structural-economic benefits.

This insight should shape our strategy in reconciling economic and cultural

justice. In order to discover whether a given strategy is dilemmatic, we must
always ask what effect it has on identity. Any strategy that entrenches or fur-

ther stigmatises stigmatised identities is self-defeating. Therefore, prime dis-
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advantages of certain strains of distributive justice will likely be seen from a

cultural rather than economic perspective. When I begin examining distrib-

utive strategies in section two, I will further develop this kind of approach,

paying particular attention to cross-over effects from economy to culture.

Second, we must go into a bit more detail about the nature of ‘transforma-
tion’ in cultural justice. According to Fraser, transformation generally requires

“correcting inequitable outcomes precisely by restructuring the underlying
generative framework.”7 This, she says, is a matter of uprooting the processes

that create undesirable outcomes, rather than simply changing the outcomes
themselves in superficial ways. In the case of political economy it is clear

what this requires. It is a matter of making structural alterations in an eco-
nomic system that generates material inequalities as a necessary side effect

of its operation. To leave the system in place while reallocating goods is no
real solution, because the effects of this remedy will always be undone. 

It is not as clear, though, which generative frameworks or underlying processes
stigmatise identities. To develop a fuller view, we must go into more detail

about the mechanics of identity formation and change. As Fraser makes clear
in her exchange with Judith Butler, cultural injustices are not simply a mat-

ter of denigration in attitude or belief.8 Rather, they are the result of materi-
ally anchored, institutionalised processes of representation and evaluation.

They are rooted in symbolically reproduced social relations, which are in
essence status relations. As such, when we talk about transforming stigma-

tised identities, we are intervening in a complicated process in which iden-
tities are symbolically differentiated and valued, social relations are patterned,

and institutions are reconstructed. 

Because the causal connections between identity, social relations, and insti-
tutions are so difficult to disentangle, it is hard to find a way around prob-

lems of misrecognition. Minimally, however, we can identify several points
of attack for someone trying to transform a stigmatised identity. First, the

identity label can be shown to be a false and misleading one, thus dediffer-
entiating the group in question. The rejection of a biological basis for “race”

has the potential to have such an effect, for example, if “races” are eventu-
ally seen as unfounded categories of classification.9 Second, an identity can

be revalued (as long as it is not thereby essentialised or entrenched). Debunking
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the popular connection between African-Americans and laziness, for instance,

makes it harder to devalue the former by linking them with the latter.10 Third,

the content or connotations of an identity can be altered. The replacement of

‘black’ with ‘African-American’ maintains the boundaries of the identity 

group (given that ‘white’ Africans like Afrikaners seem not to be included),

but substitutes the relative dignity of an ethnicist, historicist label for a more

stigmatising binaristic/racial logic. Or fourth, the institutional roots of stig-

matisation can be torn out. Civil rights laws banning lending and housing

discrimination and segregated buses, restrooms, and drinking fountains are

examples.

Stigmatised identities can thus be transformed in a number of different ways.
They can be dedifferentiated, or revalued in some fundamental way, their

content or connotations can be changed, or their institutional anchors can be
rooted out. I call this process the ‘renegotiation’ of identity. Here identities

are treated as intersubjectively created categories of classification.11 They 
are developed and reproduced through social processes of communication.

Thus the problems I have been discussing - problems of stigmatisation and
bias - occur most prominently when people do not have an equal say in devel-

oping the identity labels applied to them. Correlatively, such labels are 
reproduced when their bearers do not have the means to challenge the 

identity characteristics ascribed to them. 

A properly transformative solution, on this view, is not simply a matter of
dissolving or celebrating stigmatised identities. Rather, it would require a

piecemeal process of critique and revaluation, in which people take a hand
in defining and articulating fairer and less stigmatised understandings of

themselves. These processes are part of the social construction of identity;
they disaggregate what were previously taken to be natural categories of

human existence, remodelling them in part and leaving them partly intact.
In this process group identities are rearticulated bit by bit, changing their 

valuation to an extent, sometimes shifting the boundaries of who counts as
a member of the group, and often restructuring the institutional anchors 

of identity as well.

The previous discussion provides us with the outlines of a fairly subtle
approach to the problem of reconciling distributive justice and the politics of

difference. We can draw several lessons from it. First, the project of reconcil-
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ing cultural and economic justice is an analytical, critical, perspectival pro-

ject. It is not a matter of reconciling actually-existing economies with actu-

ally-existing culture (since they already deeply interpenetrate one another, in

spite of the divisive logic of rationalisation). Rather, it requires us to find

forms of social change that are transformative from each of these perspec-

tives. We must recognise the actual intertwinement of the economic and the

cultural and find a better way to mirror this reality in constructing one coher-

ent theoretical perspective on social justice. 

Second, in this more productive fusion the remedies for injustices should
reinforce rather than detract from one another. We should look for forms of

recognition and redistribution that can simultaneously improve the overall
symbolic status of stigmatised identity groups and the material equality of

their individual members. 

Third, we are looking for transformative solutions, ones that restructure the

economy and the symbolic order. In order to do this, we should steer away
from potentially self-defeating strategies - those that further stigmatise iden-

tities or more deeply entrench them. To be properly transformative, a rem-
edy should either rearticulate negative labels or make it possible for the people

affected by them to do so. This holds for strategies acting through recogni-
tion or redistribution.

Fourth - and this point will become clearer in a moment - solutions for prob-

lems diagnosed from the perspective of culture need not be distinctively ‘cul-
tural’ in character; nor need problems diagnosed from the perspective of the

economy be met with distinctively ‘economic’ solutions. Rather, any accept-
able solution, regardless of its type, must have desirable effects as viewed

from both perspectives. We would therefore do well not to limit our inves-
tigation to the kinds of change narrowly associated with either one. Instead,

we should look for a common set of institutional and social measures that
have desired effects both from the perspective of culture and from the per-

spective of political economy. 

2. Models of Distribution

We are now at the point of asking what a combined politics of distribution

and difference should look like. Are two separate agendas set here, one for
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distributive theorists and another for theorists of difference? Or is some more

complete fusion of redistribution and recognition possible? In what follows

I will begin sketching an answer to these questions, working first from the

perspective of distributive justice but connecting in the end with forms of

cultural politics. 

As we have seen, an adequate distributive theory must satisfy two criteria:

it must be transformative from the perspective of the economy and trans-
formative from the perspective of culture. For the moment, I will set aside

one half of this inquiry - the question of how economically transformative var-
ious distributive theories are. Instead, I will focus on a more unusual but

pressing task here, asking how culturally transformative they are. My goal is
to get a clearer idea of what cultural transformation looks like in a distribu-

tive theory, in order to decide what redistribution can contribute to the pro-
ject of unifying cultural and economic justice. Ultimately, of course, this kind

of analysis must be bi-perspectival, and I will reconnect these two phases of
the investigation in the end.

To begin the hybridisation project that I have outlined, I will perform a brief
thought experiment. I will examine three highly promising classes of dis-

tributive theory: equality of resources, equal opportunity for welfare, and
equality of capabilities. I will assume that each of these types is adopted as

the distributive logic of a policy regime. Then I will project the social and
cultural effects of this kind of distribution. In order to do this as realistically

and usefully as possible, I will assume that each distributive theory would
be introduced into a society much like our current one, with something like

its existing mix of economic, political, legal, social, and cultural characteris-
tics. The question that I will pose from this basis is how well does each of

these theories attenuate cultural injustices? 

Before I begin, it important to emphasise that this exercise is not a conclu-
sive argument. It does not decisively eliminate any of the approaches from

consideration. Rather, it surveys the territory and suggests the greater effi-
cacy of one particular approach. The three types I have chosen are rich and

complex theoretical positions, and there is much to be said for each of them.
The results of this experiment are provisional, then. They are intended as a

heuristic introduction to the more rigorous argument that follows them.
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(1)  Res ource Equality

First I will examine the effects of instituting equality at the point of resource

distribution. This form of egalitarianism has had several prominent expo-
nents in recent years, chief among them John Rawls and Ronald Dworkin.

Such theories provide people with some set of generally fungible or useful
goods which can be employed for many different purposes. These ‘resources’

can be traded for other goods, used to produce other goods, or converted
into forms of welfare. In Rawls’ formulation, they are a set of ‘primary goods’

that a rational person would want, whatever else she wants.12 These goods
are to be distributed according to a mix of strict equality, “fair equality of

opportunity,” and pareto-optimality. Dworkin, in contrast, is more strictly
egalitarian.13 He claims that the bundle of resources used by each person over

the course of her life should be equal to that devoted to any other person.
Equality is defined by means of an ‘envy test,’ in which each person has an

equal amount of resources when no one wants to trade her life-bundle for
anyone else’s. Resources are valued and allocated through trade, starting

from a hypothetical position of equality. Redistributions are made only to
compensate people for misfortunes which could not have been prevented

through their own foresight.

Resource egalitarianism has an ambiguous effect on cultural injustices. The

cultural equality that can be promoted by theories of this type depends largely
upon the material effects of distribution. The more material equality they pro-

mote, the more they would displace cultural stigmata and stereotypes with
notions of equal respect. It is an open question, however, how materially egal-

itarian such theories are. Equality at the point of resource allocation allows
people to do with their resources what they will. In an economic system like

ours, some will succeed in producing exponentially more goods, while oth-
ers will not. This results in a tendency towards material inequality, though

that tendency is restrained by certain theoretical devices (the difference prin-
ciple, envy-freedom over the span of a life). In any case, it is reasonable to

assume that ambition is only contingently associated with other identity traits.
We can therefore expect that after several generations in which people of all

identities have equal resources at their disposal, it would be clear that ambi-
tion is the source of prosperity, rather than “race,” gender, or other coinci-

dental characteristics. This cultural decoupling of wealth and identity would
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count as a very positive development. We can infer, then, that some head-

way could be made against cultural stigmata by resource egalitarianism. It

is an indirect effect mediated by material equality and by iterated redistrib-

ution across identity groups.

In sum, resource redistributions have an indirect though likely beneficial rela-
tion to cultural change. For these theories cultural improvements are fortu-

itous side effects of material redistribution rather than intended results. Because
unequal distribution of resources is the metric of injustice for these theories,

they are often inattentive to the institutional and cultural sources of such
inequalities. For a resource egalitarian, a capitalist economy plus compen-

satory redistribution is normatively equivalent to a socialist economy with-
out. Similarly, a society with potent forms of hiring and wage discrimination

plus compensatory redistribution is normatively equivalent to a society in
which no one is stigmatised.14 Resource egalitarianism is thus neutral in prin-

ciple on the question of affirmation versus transformation, in both their cul-
tural and economic forms.

It may be tempting to use resource distributions in a targeted manner to selec-
tively improve the lot of disadvantaged groups. Such a mechanism could be

modelled on Ronald Dworkin’s proposal to compensate individuals for their
bad luck in winding up with disabling traits. In Dworkin’s view, special redis-

tributions should be made to restore resource equality to the handicapped
and perhaps to the less-talented. This is based on the general claim that 

anyone who fares poorly in the economy due to involuntary personal char-
acteristics should have an opportunity to ‘insure against them’, receiving

compensation based on a hypothetical insurance market. The logic of this
argument could be extended to insure against other morally arbitrary traits

that result in economic inequality. Being a “racial” minority or a woman in
a racist or sexist society would be obvious candidates. The additional resources

provided by such distributions would be designed to compensate for the
unjust though real disadvantages experienced as a result of coincidental per-

sonal characteristics.

Such a proposal would have strong cultural side effects, however. Taking out
insurance against being born, say, black - or receiving its equivalent in a tar-

geted scheme of distribution - would be so culturally damaging that it would
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completely negate the material benefits of redistribution. This problem would

arise whether insurance markets were used as actual mechanisms of re-

source allocation or merely as normative thought experiments. The problem

lies not in the market itself, but in the fact that this otherwise ingenious mech-

anism requires people to express the strength of their preferences against

being the kind of person in question. It thus translates subjectively held 

preferences into public, cultural stigmata. Therefore, resource egalitarianism

must find some other, less culturally damaging method of evaluating the dis-

advantage associated with unchosen personal traits like “race,” gender, or

physical handicap. 

Like its direct effects on material equality, the subtler, symbolic effects of
resource egalitarianism are also ambiguous. Its explicit universalism promotes

universal respect to an extent, by devoting equal resources to each over the
course of her or his life (Dworkin) or by providing literal equality of some

basic goods and opportunities (Rawls). Because it orients core distributions
around the idea that everyone has equal value, this paradigm portrays people

as equal in a basic way and avoids making distinctions between different
identities or groups. It thus has some positive symbolic effect on the valua-

tion of different kinds of people.

We see, then, that resource egalitarianism is relatively ineffective in resolv-

ing cultural problems and possibly complicit in their reproduction. Its uni-
versalism and its focus on equalising the possession of goods have certain

positive effects, but they also tend to blind it to the cultural problems that
identity poses for social justice. In some circumstances resource egalitarian-

ism could be modestly progressive, but hardly to the extent that we would
call it a transformative remedy.

(2)  Equal Opportunity for Welfare 

The second model that I will examine, equal opportunity for welfare, has
been developed by Richard Arneson.15 This model is best defined by two

characteristics. First, it equalises opportunities, rather than either goods or 
welfare. This avoids the paternalism and partiality inherent in equalising 

welfare itself.16 People are provided with equivalent sets of opportunities to
pursue their own notions of welfare; whether or not they successfully avail
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themselves of these opportunities is a matter of individual initiative. Second,
this model defines welfare as a matter of subjective preference satisfaction. It

thus distributes goods in order to give people equal chances of pursuing their

own ends and goals, rather than equalising welfare per se. In sum, equal

opportunity for welfare provides people with equal chances to realise their

own conception of their own well-being.

It is difficult to assess this model’s impact on cultural stereotypes. Equal
opportunity for welfare is universalist at the relatively abstract level of oppor-

tunity, but extremely particularistic in countenancing many individual con-
ceptions of the good. These traits would seem to have different effects. The

universalism of this approach would promote equal respect, though prob-
ably to a lesser degree than resource egalitarianism. Although the idea that

everyone is entitled to the same level of opportunity presupposes a certain
conception of equal respect, it is likely undercut to the extent that people

want very different kinds of opportunity. In particular, people with expen-
sive, different, or ‘non-normal’ tastes could invite resentment or stigmatisa-

tion. In this case, the weakly transformative universalism of equal opportunity
would be offset by its stronger tendency to allow many stigmatising differ-

ences in what people actually want and get from a distributive scheme. The
extent to which this would occur is dependent upon many factors, particu-

larly a society’s degree of cultural diversity and the extent to which its mem-
bers tend to tolerate and respect difference.

In general, a distributive theory emphasising taste and personal preference

is more likely to run into problems with cultural stereotyping than one focus-
ing, say, on a more universal equalisandum like resources. Such problems

arise because tastes and social identity are significantly intertwined: a per-
son’s various identities are connected with what she likes to a considerable

extent. The affluent prefer fish, tennis, and the New York Times, while the
working classes prefer meat, football, and USA Today.17 Such differences in

consumption and taste function as mechanisms of group differentiation and
exclusion: having proper tastes is one of the requirements for being recog-

nised as part of a group. Because of their basic relation to social identity, such
differences would exist despite any restrictions one places on the rationality

of preference formation - unlike the distorted preferences of the famous “tamed
housewife,” basic subcultural differences of this kind go too deep to be cor-
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rected by rational-critical reflection.18 Thus the group-identity basis of tastes
can further stereotypes about ‘different’ groups. If notions of welfare vary

significantly from group to group and if these differences are institution-
alised as a basis for public policy, they can deepen divisions between groups.

This particularly holds in cases where some groups perceive that they 
are underwriting the expensive, different, or ‘non-normal’ tastes of others. 

In this case, the kinds of cultural backlash we discussed above are greatly 
exacerbated. 

In addition, people’s notions of welfare are often relational and status-con-
scious: doing well is often defined as doing better than others. Thus inequal-

ity is often part of a person’s idea of well-being. Distributions that enable
people to pursue their own notions of well-being, then, risk undermining the

kind of solidarity necessary for equal respect. 

Equal opportunity for welfare therefore seems to have opposite and sym-

metrical problems to those of resource egalitarianism. It is extremely flexible
in accommodating diverse values, tastes, and preferences, so it can hardly be

said to ignore differences. This flexibility, however, risks undermining uni-
versal respect and furthering stereotypes about the consumption habits and

preferences of various groups. It may further stigmatise identities and fur-
ther differentiate one group from another. Thus equal opportunity for wel-

fare has a fairly large potential for entrenching identities and creating backlash
problems, making it an affirmative model of distribution that runs aground

on the redistribution-recognition dilemma.

(3) Capabilities

The final model that I will examine synthesises many of the advantages of

the previous two while avoiding their drawbacks. Amartya Sen has devel-
oped a distributive theory aimed at equalising people’s “capabilities” to do

certain things.19 Properly speaking, a capability is a potential one has to do
or be something, or as Sen puts it, a potential to “achieve some functioning.”

If one has a capability, then one’s actual traits, circumstances, and resources
open up a possibility of action or existence that one would not otherwise

have. A capability is thus a set of possible functionings, or a set of possibil-
ities to achieve certain actions and/or states of being. 
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The concept of capability is designed to promote people’s functionings while

still allowing them choice in which functionings to develop. It would be pater-

nalistic to equalise functionings per se. There may well be functionings - such

as skills of democratic political participation - that political theorists think

are very important, yet which some people simply do not want. And whereas

it is only wasteful to provide an opportunity that no one wants, it would be

downright odious to provide them with an unwanted functioning. Because

functionings are partly rooted in a person, this would require a substantial

amount of coercion. 

A capability is therefore a kind of opportunity, rather than a personal char-

acteristic or activity. It is an opportunity, however, of a very specific kind.
Having a capability not only opens some possibility to me in a formal sense;

it also guarantees me the resources, circumstances, and abilities to actualise
that possibility. Thus Sen’s view equalises opportunities to achieve various

functionings, or to be perfectly accurate, it offers “actual equality of oppor-
tunity to develop equivalent sets of functionings.” It is, then, a fairly rich and

far-reaching conception of equal opportunity.

Sen’s work leaves the issue open of exactly how or to what extent capabili-
ties should be equalised. Most narrowly, capability egalitarianism could be

interpreted as guaranteeing people real opportunities to develop any of a set
of ‘basic’ functionings. Such a basic bundle might include things like equal

rights to education or job training, where an actual opportunity to achieve
some minimum level of attainment is guaranteed. We might call this ‘equal

opportunity for basic functionings’. More broadly, Sen’s view could be inter-
preted as a full-blown egalitarian theory in which equality would be meas-

ured in terms of equivalent indices of capabilities. Here people would not
only have choices about which functionings they pursue, but further choices

about which sets of choices are open for them to choose amongst. In this case,
they would not be limited in the kinds of capabilities they pursue: a person’s

chosen set would be promoted to an index level equivalent to everyone else’s.
I could decide to distribute my allotment amongst a variety of things on

which I place value, for instance. I could give myself a wide range of choices
in developing, say, business acumen, artistic talents, and political savvy. Or

rather than be a jack-of-all-trades, I could focus my allotment on one thing:
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being a world-champion surfer, for instance. As long as these capability sets

could be given a comparable and equivalent index value, such a ‘generalised

theory of capability distribution’ would be indifferent amongst them. 

From the general standpoint of distributive justice, it is not clear which of

these variants one ought to prefer. From the perspective of cultural trans-
formation, however, things are much clearer. The latter, generalised variant

of capability egalitarianism gives a great deal of weight to personal pref-
erence and obligates the state to insure equal satisfaction of different sets 

of preferences. This variant, then, shares characteristic features of Richard
Arneson’s preference-based view of equal opportunity. Those features are

exactly the ones that I identified as problematic above. Specifically, its empha-
sis on personal preference satisfaction could emphasise subcultural differ-

ences and lead to resentment about the expense or character of others’ choices.
The other variant, in contrast, narrows the range in which preferences will

be satisfied by redistribution. By establishing a set of ‘basic’ capabilities that
have a fairly universal functionality within a given society, it is much less

likely to run into stigmatisation problems. 

For reasons that will become clearer in section three, then, I believe that capa-

bility egalitarianism is more useful the more independent it is from individ-
ual preferences, and the more it conceives of equality as a bundle of universally

important capabilities rather than as an index of personally preferred ones.
Although it is certainly important to allow people free choice in developing

whichever functionings they choose (at risk of paternalism), we may not want
to provide people with the means to develop any functioning they happen

to value.20 I may agree, for example, that surfers should be fed and clothed,
but not necessarily that they should be coached. As I will show below, it is

most important to promote capabilities that lead to broader forms of cultural
equality. 

The central goal of capability distribution is to promote agency.21 This gives

it a unique adaptability and usefulness in dealing with the problems of dif-
ference. The universalistic core of this model - the idea of giving everyone

opportunities to cultivate various functionings - promotes solidarity and uni-
versal respect for people. This universalism is greater to the extent that 
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capabilities are conceived of as a basic bundle, rather than as a set of per-

sonal preferences. The basic bundle approach mimics and improves upon the 

progressive universalism of resource egalitarianism. Whereas the resource

paradigm simply treats people as deserving of equal respect, however, the

capability model actively enables such forms of equality. By fostering agency,

it empowers people and makes it less possible to negatively stereotype them.

Supporting the agency of disadvantaged people can counteract public per-

ceptions of them as lazy, dependent, or incompetent. Regardless of whether

these stereotypes are accurate or not, they are harder to hang on to if public

policy works actively to falsify them. Promoting agency does not counteract

actual laziness, of course, but it does force us to stop confounding it with

lack of opportunity. 

3. Capabilities for What?

In the rough process of elimination that I have just conducted, we see that

the capability model fares fairly well. It shares an attention to individual
specificity and choice with equal opportunity for welfare, tailoring distribu-

tions to people’s individual needs and providing them with means to pur-
sue their own ends. It also improves upon resource egalitarianism’s relative

immunity from backlash, actively promoting equality and universal respect
rather than passively implying it. Because capability distributions actively

undermine some stigmatising stereotypes and work towards equal respect,
we can conclude that they are culturally transformative in at least a moder-

ate sense. This argument is primarily negative, however: it shows that capa-
bility distribution avoids many of the problems faced by other distributive

paradigms, allowing us to conclude that it is difference-sensitive in a mini-
mal way. I would now like to provide a positive argument for this model,

showing more clearly that capability distribution has a vital role in combin-
ing cultural and economic justice.

Let us start by taking a more schematic look at why capability distributions

help to curtail cultural injustices. I claimed above that increasing agency or
enablement in a general sense is likely indirectly to benefit other aspects of

a person’s life as well. We have seen, for instance, that promoting agency has
spill-over effects on solidarity and universal respect. It also actively under-

mines certain kinds of stigmatisation, especially those that connect identities
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with laziness or dependency. In many cases stigmatisation is actually the

result of unequal opportunities, and it can be removed by helping a person

to develop capabilities whose lack makes them appear to be inferior. We

might call this kind of general capability provision an indirect, ‘all boats rise

with the tide’ approach. It would be consistent with something like Martha

Nussbaum’s broad-ranging ‘essentialist’ model of capability distribution.22

Now consider the much more direct effects that capability distributions could
have if they were focused on the problems we have been examining. I have

argued that the key to unifying economic and cultural justice lies in pre-
venting the stigmatisation of identities. Any truly transformative remedy for

cultural and economic injustice must help to renegotiate stigmatised identi-
ties, rather than reinforce them. Identities, of course, are rarely understood

in daily life as social constructions; they typically function below the level of
people’s consciousness, implicit in their practices but not explicit in thought.

They are, in other words, part of the discursively reproduced cultural back-
ground that Charles Taylor calls a society’s ‘strong evaluations’ and Jürgen

Habermas refers to as its ‘ethical self-understanding’. 

Because such identities are discursively ascribed and reproduced, they can

only be challenged by such means as well. The ‘renegotiation’ of identity that
I have outlined above requires people to be active and equal partners in the

cultural affairs of their society. Because of the public, discursive nature of this
process, specific kinds of agency are needed. These might include capabili-

ties for public discourse, capabilities that give one the status equality and
self-confidence necessary to take equal part in public discussion, or capabil-

ities to function as an effective group-member in democratic self-organisa-
tion, political opposition, and cultural activism.23 Additionally, people need

capabilities to identify the forms of representation and belief that put them
at a disadvantage. In general, these are all capabilities needed to participate

as an equal in the process of identity construction itself.

Denigrated or marginalised people, then, need particular forms of agency 

to change the definition and value of their own identities. Specifically, they
need to be equal participants in defining the dominant cultural images of

their society. We can presume, from the fact that such people are stigmatised,
that they lack an equivalent amount of this agency compared to those who 
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predominantly define and value identities. Therefore, another way of look-

ing at the problem of recognition is as a form of distributive inequality. In

this view, lack of participation in social processes of representation and iden-

tity definition is the problem. The primary inequity, then, lies in what we

might call ‘cultural agency’.

Inequities of cultural agency are of course distributive problems, and ones
that a theory of capability distribution is uniquely equipped to meet. Equalising

the right capabilities could put people in a better position to redefine or
revalue their own identities. It has the potential to provide them with the

discursive abilities, material preconditions, and social status needed to chal-
lenge negative stereotypes. By focusing directly on the promotion of cultural

agency, capability distributions can provide a transformative, distributive
basis for cultural politics. In this sense capabilities are considerably more

transformative than something like resources. They actively pursue the cul-
tural enablement of people, rather than relying on fortuitous spill-over effects

from the promotion of economic equality.

The question that needs to be asked, however, is which capabilities can accom-

plish this? Since we have been looking at social justice from the joint per-
spectives of culture and economy, we should theorise capabilities through

the same two registers. Capabilities can be viewed from two different per-
spectives: those that address problems of social justice as diagnosed from the

perspective of political economy, and those that address such problems diag-
nosed from the perspective of culture. In general, such an analysis captures

the basic intuition that we are looking for forms of agency which allow peo-
ple to challenge the structural aspects of society that disadvantage them. The

dual perspectives of ‘culture’ and ‘economy’ provide us with a schema for
identifying the ways in which people are not sufficiently autonomous to artic-

ulate their own self-identities and pursue their own economic interests. The
perspective of culture dictates that we should provide people with capabili-

ties for symbolic struggle, allowing them to influence the processes through
which identities are constructed and valued. From an economic perspective,

in contrast, we ought to be concerned with providing people means for eco-
nomic autonomy. This might include, for example, basic knowledge of labour

markets, collective bargaining, and labour law; being able to cooperate in the
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management of production; or having access to job training that enhances

labour market mobility. 

A bifocal analysis of this kind gives us general outlines for a critical theory of

social justice, designed to take the perspectives of both culture and political
economy into account. It derives normative guidelines for social change from

an analysis of distributive inequalities. In this view, a dual-perspective con-
ception of disablement provides critical standards for social policy. This con-

ception is based on the insight that empowerment in the right dimensions
can have a double effect, counteracting injustices that are simultaneously eco-

nomic and cultural. Distributive remedies of this kind have effects that count
as transformative both from the perspective of political economy and from

the perspective of culture. At bottom, then, this discussion shows that dis-
tributive justice and the politics of difference have a hidden point of inter-

section in agency. Cultural politics presupposes important forms of agency,
and distributive justice has the potential to encourage their development.

One fertile pathway to combining distributive justice and difference politics,
then, lies in using capability distributions to promote the kinds of agency

required for a ‘culturally fair’ society.

4. Structural Versus Agent-Rooted Capabilities

Several lines of objection could be made to the view I am proposing. (1) One
could claim that this view is (implicitly) modelled on a biased conception of

an identity group, one functioning in the way “race” does in American cul-
ture. The argument would go something like this: ‘This view is too quick to

assume that people with stigmatised identities lack capabilities, either in a
general sense or in a more specifically ‘cultural’ one. Women and gays demon-

strate this. Overall and as a group, they do not lack any of the abilities pos-
sessed by the straight, white, male elite. On the contrary, their problems are

a combination of structural exclusion from opportunity and flat-out bias. 
The stigmatisation of women and gays as identity groups is not a result of

disablement, then, but of straight male domination and discrimination’. (2)
Additionally, one could argue with some plausibility that a theory attempt-

ing to compensate for unequal capabilities runs a strong risk of stigma-
tising as ‘deficient’ the people whom it is supposed to benefit. If this 
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is the case, then capability distributions would be affirmative rather than 

transformative.

Countering these claims provides me with an opportunity to specify more

carefully what I mean by ‘capability distribution’ and how I intend it to func-
tion here. First, it is important not to interpret the notion of capability too

tangibly. Capabilities, I must emphasise, cannot literally be moved back and
forth or handed out; nor do exponents of capability distribution suppose that

they can.24 They are also not simply rooted in individual agents, as abilities
are. Their value and use is more abstract.

In the model of distributive justice I have developed, it is necessary to inter-

pret ‘capability’ more broadly than is often done. I am using this term as a

critical concept, not simply as a set of possible activities or states of being.

The difference is the following. On my analysis, it does not matter why a 
person can or cannot do something - whether she cannot do it because of

personal limitations, say, or because of structural impediments. The cru-

cial question is whether or not she can in fact do it. A capability in this 

sense is dependent both upon a person’s individual competencies and her
environment.25

A person’s capabilities as a symbolic actor and deliberative citizen are simi-
larly dependent upon social and material circumstances. If these kinds of

capabilities were only rooted in a person, their use would be constrained by
the structural causes of economic and cultural inequality - by the very fac-

tors that promoted injustice in the first place. It would thus do little good to
promote such capabilities without changing the economic, political, and legal

environment that limits their use. In the case of cultural agency, this would
require things like equal access to the media, equal support for group organ-

ising, and equal effectiveness in public discourse. In other words, equalising
people’s capabilities to function requires structural reform as well as indi-

vidual improvement. 

Two further examples will help to refine this point. First, visualise the case

of a gay media executive, someone with money, education, high social sta-
tus, and privileged access to the means of symbolic production. An astute

critic could point out that this person is not only ‘capable’ in a general sense,
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but more specifically in the sense of symbolic enablement I have described.

Yet he is not less misrecognised or stigmatised for his homosexuality, in spite

of his abnormally high ability to define cultural images and norms. Because
this person is both stigmatised and symbolically capable, his case seems to

provide a direct counterexample to the position I am advancing. What has

escaped notice here, however, is the fact that the normative constraints placed

upon the executive by his job prevent him from freely using the capabilities
he may otherwise be said to ‘have’. Television networks and viewers, for

instance, may have strong negative reactions to programming that contests

social values around sexual preference. In this case ‘not having a capability’

and ‘having it, but not being able to use it’ are analytically indistinguishable.

This person is culturally disabled in a very real sense.

Now consider the case of the African-American Wall Street banker who 

couldn’t hail a cab.26 He was stigmatised because of “race,” even though his
socio-economic position and educational level imply substantially above-

average capabilities. Again, because this person is both highly capable yet
still stigmatised, his case seems to cut against the logic I have outlined. This
is only a failure properly to understand what a capability is, however. While

people are individually capable or disabled, their identities are an aggregate
phenomenon. A social identity is a commonality ascribed to a number of peo-

ple, who are thereby constituted as a group by being said to share the fea-
tures in question. As such, the value placed on an identity is predicated on

the entire group; likewise, changes in it are the aggregate result of many in-
dividual actions, events, and judgements. The banker wasn’t refused a ride

because he had individually failed to contest the value ascribed to his iden-
tity. Rather, it was the result of the collective symbolic disablement of his

group as a whole.27 This example reveals a more general truth: when we use

capability as a metric of equality in cultural justice, we must use it at the
level of groups. In these cases, it must be employed as a statistical rather than

individual concept.

It is important, then, to think of capabilities as composed of two phases or

aspects. One of these is the agent-rooted aspect describing what skills and
competencies inhere in particular people; the other is a structural and insti-

tutional aspect, which requires alteration of an individual’s social and mate-
rial circumstances to permit the development, maintenance, and use of such
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competencies. Further, we must think of these two phases in a statistical sense,

as they apply to the aggregate characteristics and circumstances of a group

of people. Only then is capability a meaningful metric of cultural agency. In

this sense, a ‘capability’ is actually a fairly abstract guide for distribution that

requires several very different kinds of change. It functions as a critical con-

cept by summing up the inherent competencies a group of people and the

structural, institutional, and material limitations placed on them.

Now we can meet the charges posed above. Regarding (1), we can see that

not all ‘disablements’ are simply rooted in a person. Rather, they are some
combination of agent-rooted capability and structural circumstance. For ex-

ample, gay, white, middle-aged men might not seem less abled than straight,
white, middle-aged men in themselves. Gay men occupy equivalent positions

of power, income, and opportunity to straight ones, and do not seem per-
sonally limited in what they can accomplish. Nonetheless, gays are less able

as a group to define and revalue their own identities. Implicit but very real
heterosexual norms place a cost on gay men for contesting the stigmata asso-

ciated with gayness. Challenging these representations brings risks of outing
oneself, of looking like a shrill activist, or of simply standing outside the

norm. There is no equivalent cost for straight men who valorise straightness.
In addition, there are restrictions on what the media are willing to discuss.

Highly controversial and sensitive topics like homosexuality are often con-
sidered too hot to handle by the mainstream media, so it is difficult to find

a mass audience for renegotiating the stigma attached to it. Valorisations of
heterosexuality, in contrast, are the primary subject-matter of most fiction and

drama. We see, then, that structural and social limitations are placed on gay
men which limit their capabilities of self-representation. This symbolic dis-

ablement functions in the same way that a subject-rooted lack of capability
would. It does indeed make sense to claim, then, that there is a disparity in

certain important capabilities here. 

The answer I have just given to objection (1) partially answers (2) as well. If

people are disabled by structural conditions, rather than by anything that
they personally lack, it is harder (though certainly not unheard of) to stig-

matise them as deficient or lacking in any way. Additionally, the removal of
structural disablements would significantly undermine such stigmata. This

is only a partial answer, though. We still must consider the case of those who

28 � Kevin Olsen



do lack some personal ability that others have. These cases demonstrate the
value of capability distributions compared with something like resources.

Distributing capabilities may well result in additional, short-term stigmata,

because they literally recognise one as “deficient.” This recognition, however,

is in the service of enablement. It is only a transitory evil, one aimed at its
own termination. So we should not expect the same kind of backlash that

results from the chronic end-state redistributions of the liberal-democratic

welfare state. Capability distributions are different, because they use short-

term, targeted distribution in the service of long-term equality and solidarity.

5. Conclusion

My purpose here has been primarily synthetic. I have outlined some chal-
lenges posed by identity politics and attempted to readjust our ideas about

distribution accordingly, searching for a middle ground where the two can
meet and productively interact. This middle ground, I believe, can be found

in human agency - in the insight that social injustices are reproduced when
people do not have the means to act against them. The capability view that

I have sketched has an intuitive appeal in this light. It uses economic and
structural tools of public policy to promote autonomy across a broad spec-

trum of human capacities. Those include forms of economic agency - the
capabilities needed in a market-based economy - as well as forms of cultural

agency - the capabilities required to act as an equal citizen in composing the
dominant images of one’s society. Capability distributions work to promote

justice jointly along these two axes precisely because they can be targeted to
many different kinds of problem. Thus a critical theory of social justice using

capability development as a guide can serve as a versatile instrument for pro-
moting both cultural and economic justice.

From this perspective, we can see that distributive justice and identity poli-

tics are neither as unconnected nor as opposed to one another as many peo-
ple presume. Distributive justice, in this case, actually allows us to define the

new and different kinds of equality that would be required for a truly effec-
tive politics of difference and a ‘culturally fair’ society. This normative stand-

point is rooted in basic notions of equal agency. It links distributive justice
and identity politics by using structural reform as a means of cultural change.

Distribution, then, is a valuable tool for identity politics.
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The converse is true as well, however. As distributive theorists have pointed

out repeatedly in the past decade (in the ‘equality of what?’ debate), it is dif-

ficult to determine what grounds should be used for the distribution of social

goods. The cultural problems associated with identity politics provide us with

one such normative standpoint. The critical-theoretic model I have developed

here gives us a non-essentialist, contextual, situated justification for particu-

lar sets of distributions. It is clear, then, that ‘difference’ and identity can pro-

vide one set of normative foundations for distributive justice.

If any overarching conclusion can be drawn from this essay, it is that theo-

ries of economic justice and theories of cultural justice ignore one another at
their own peril. I have argued in some detail that theorists of economic jus-

tice must be much more sensitive to culture, and correspondingly that the
distributive component in cultural politics must be more carefully attended

to. Politicising identity is an incomplete solution if the material inequalities
that anchor and reproduce identities persist, or if people do not have the

agency to rearticulate and sustain their own definitions of self. On the other
hand, attempts to achieve material equality that do not take identity into

account will run into cultural problems that systematically subvert the achieve-
ment of their goals. Because of the complex and intricate relations between

cultural and economic justice, it is unfortunate that these lines of research
have developed for so long in isolation or mutual indifference to one another.

I hope to have counteracted this tendency to some degree, establishing a pro-
ductive middle ground between the two that can serve as the basis for a more

complete theory of social justice.

* Kevin Olson, Department of Political Science, University of California, Irvine,  

USA
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