
Deservingness in Distributive Justice Theory. 

Does distributive justice demand that social arrangements be put in place that will bring it about that 

people get what they deserve?  The broader question here is what counts as a fair distribution of 

benefits and burdens across people. 

Prominent recent liberal egalitarian theories if justice resoundingly say NO.  One argument is that it is 

the proper job of the state to provide fair opportunities and access to resources for all members of 

society. 

What a person does with her just share of resources and opportunities, what quality of life she ends 

up enjoying, it’s the responsibility of that very person and not the business of the state. So whether I 

am happy or miserable, whether I get what I deserve, or less, or more, in my life, is not a social 

justice issue. 

Another prominent recent view is that a legitimate state does not impose on its citizens in ways that 

could only be justified, if at all, by principles that some have good reason to reject.  Conceptions of 

deservingness are inevitably controversial in a modern, diverse, democratic society.  So there is no 

standard of deservingness that could serve as a guide for distributive justice policy in a liberal 

political society that aspires to sustain a morally legitimate state.  This doctrine sometimes goes by 

the name of "political liberalism" and is associated with the late theorist John Rawls. 

In this discussion I argue against the views just described, and defend the view that deservingness 

has a legitimate role to play in distributive justice theory. In a nutshell, I defend desert-catering 

prioritarianism. (Justice gives priority to the worse off and priority to the deserving – it is better, 

more fair, if saints fare better than sinners.)  

To provide a plausible defense deservingness in distributive justice theory we need to consider what 

conception of deservingness is best suited to this role. My discussion works at this issue.  Roughly, 

what renders a person deserving is not being objectively virtuous but instead subjectively striving 

wholeheartedly to be virtuous.  From this standpoint we should reject "political liberalism." 


