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Abstract
Redistribution is considered one of the main goals of labour law. When we refer to redistribution
as a goal, we usually do so, implicitly, as shorthand for distributive justice. The goal of this chapter
is to explore theories of distributive justice, and ask to what extent current labour laws are in line
with those ideas, and what else labour law can (or should) do to advance this goal. I examine
several theories: that distributive justice should be based on ‘desert’; theories of distributional
equality – notably, luck egalitarianism – which demand redistribution in order to achieve equality
in distribution; and theories of redistribution as instrumental to the advancement of equality. At
the end of each part I will briefly consider the possible implications for labour law, both in terms
of employer-employee relations and in terms of intra-worker distribution. The question will be:
what kinds of labour market regulations (if at all) can be supported by each distributive justice
theory? Specifically, to what extent do these theories justify existing labour laws? Then in the
concluding part some remarks are offered on one area that requires new labour law regulations to
address distributive justice concerns: in light of the previous parts, I will suggest several steps that
should be taken to address divisions in two-tier and dual labour markets.

I.

Introduction

Redistribution is considered one of the main goals of labour law,1 alongside various other goals,
that often complement (but sometimes have to be balanced against) each other.2 When we refer to
redistribution as a goal, we usually do so, implicitly, as shorthand for distributive justice. It would
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be useful to explore, then, theories of distributive justice, and ask to what extent current labour
laws are in line with those ideas, and what else labour law can (or should) do to advance this goal.3
The discussion will focus on the distribution of income and job opportunities – with some brief
references to distribution of power and risks as well, where appropriate.4
It should be clarified at the outset that there are many other reasons for redistribution, quite apart
from distributive justice. For example, redistribution can be required to protect workers’ dignity,
or freedom from non-domination,5 and so on. However, in the context of justifying, explaining
and interpreting labour laws, if the goal is to protect dignity (for example), then this point should
be made explicitly. We should assume that all rights have a positive aspect, and protecting (or
advancing) them will sometimes require the allocation or redistribution of resources. If we say that
a minimum wage law is justified for reasons of (a) protecting dignity and (b) redistribution,6 the
latter has no independent meaning as an argument if it only follows from the former. To the extent
that there is an independent justification for redistribution it relies on an attempt to advance
distributive justice. Accordingly, notwithstanding the fact that dignity (for example), in itself,
could require redistribution, and without downplaying in any way the importance of such
redistribution, the current chapter will focus on ways in which redistribution is required for other,
independent reasons, which are more properly termed distributive justice.
There is one exception in which it makes sense to include instrumental justifications of
redistribution in the current discussion, and it has to do with the relations between distributive
justice and equality (or egalitarianism). The philosophical literature often uses the terms
interchangeably. Justice requires equality, and the distribution required to achieve equality can
either be called distributive justice or be seen as part of equality. However, there is a difference
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even for philosophers between ‘distributional equality’7 and other forms of equality
(legal/social/political etc.). For lawyers the term equality usually means anti-discrimination, and
while legal scholars referring to equality as a normative ideal often use a broader understanding,
for the most part in the legal mind arguments for equality do not challenge the basic distribution
of resources in society. In theory, arguments for equality can certainly go to the extent of
advocating equality of distribution, but given the current convention regarding the meaning of this
term, it makes sense to maintain (at least for current purposes) the distinction between justifications
of equality/non-discrimination and those of distributive justice, in the sense of distributional
equality. However, given the close proximity between these ideas, arguments for redistribution in
support of (other kinds of) equality will also be considered in this chapter.
Alongside the theoretical interest in exploring the role of distributive justice within labour law, my
practical motivation in pursuing this line of research lies in the growing division between different
groups of workers, for example in two-tier and dual labour markets. Such divisions often (or at
least sometimes) appear to result from arbitrary reasons, creating resentment among large groups
in society. While these divisions are hardly new, they have been exacerbated in recent years,
creating increased interest in the role labour law plays – and the role it should play – in addressing
conflicts between different groups of workers.8 The distribution of resources created by these
labour market phenomena appears (at least on its face) to be unjust – hence the need to examine it
through the lenses of distributive justice.
Accordingly, the goal of this chapter is to provide a brief review of distributive justice theories and
examine the implications for labour law. Part II is dedicated to the view that distributive justice
should be based on ‘desert’. On this view, people should get what they deserve, given their
contribution, or effort, or some other quality representing moral worth. This is perhaps the most
intuitive approach, although it has been somewhat discredited by philosophers. Part III reviews
theories of distributional equality, which demand redistribution in order to achieve equality in
distribution. This is based on a rather radical idea of equality, in the sense that society cannot
satisfy itself with treating all individuals equally; it also has to redistribute in order to eliminate
previous (including inborn) disadvantages. There are many different theories about what should
be equalised – whether income, resources, opportunities, well-being, access to advantage or
capabilities – but they all share the same starting point of challenging the previous and ‘natural’
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allocation of resources. Part IV then moves to consider redistribution as instrumental to the
advancement of equality. This view puts emphasis not on distribution per se but on equality of
status. Redistribution is justified only to the extent it is needed to allow each individual to function
as equal in society.
The philosophical literature on these issues is enormous. I cannot do justice to it here, nor claim
sufficient expertise to confront all its nuances. My review will be cursory, but hopefully sufficient
for our current purposes: at the end of each part I will briefly consider the possible implications
for labour law, both in terms of employer-employee relations and in terms of intra-worker
distribution.9 The question will be: what kinds of labour market regulations (if at all) can be
supported by each distributive justice theory? Specifically, to what extent do these theories justify
existing labour laws? I will not attempt to choose between the different theories; to a large extent,
they can live side by side, and in any case, the idea is to put forward the connections between
distributive justice theories and labour law, allowing readers to decide for themselves which
theories they find convincing and draw the conclusions accordingly. Finally, in the concluding part
(part V) some remarks are offered on one area that requires new labour law regulations to address
distributive justice concerns: in light of the previous parts, I will suggest several steps that should
be taken to address divisions in two-tier and dual labour markets.

II.

Desert-Based Distribution

The idea that people should ‘get what they deserve’ seems to accord with common-sense
conceptions of justice. We would probably all agree, for example, that research grants should be
allocated based on merit, or that an opening in our Faculty should be filled by offering the job to
the most deserved. Is it generally the case that resources should be distributed based on desert? It
would be highly difficult and problematic to engage in assessing the general moral worthiness of
individuals as a basis for dividing resources;10 but why not allocate resources based on desert/merit
that is relevant to the resource being distributed?11 In the context of the labour market, shouldn’t
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we reward people for their contribution (actual or potential), or their effort? To some extent, of
course, this is what the market does, so desert-based theories can be invoked to justify the ‘free
market’. But the market does this very crudely (and often fails). Moreover, the market is designed
first and foremost to maximise utility/efficiency, not to distribute according to desert – although
workers can generally be expected to receive compensation in line with their contribution, this is
subject to constraints of supply and demand. Therefore, if distributing according to one’s
contribution or effort is justified, this can support some interventions in the market to correct
unjustified results.
It may be useful to start thinking about this by considering an extreme example. Lebron James has
a unique set of talents and physical qualities which made it possible for him to become the best
basketball player in the world of his generation. As a result, he earns many millions of dollars each
year from playing basketball and from related endorsements. Can the rest of us complain about
this distribution? James has to work hard to succeed as a basketball player, and surely, he deserves
reward for this effort. But it is reasonable to assume that the level of effort required is not different
from that required in many other jobs. So, by far the largest share of his compensation rewards his
inborn talents (that rely also on his physical qualities). Does he deserve to earn so much more
money than the rest of us?
Let us put aside the issue of incentives. It could be argued that if James does not get to enjoy all
the rewards of his talents he will not bother to make an effort to train and develop his talents, and
as a result we will all lose. The extreme version of this argument is surely incorrect, as even with
high levels of taxation he will still have enough monetary incentive to work hard. There are also
of course non-monetary rewards that come with professional success. But more importantly, these
are considerations related to maximising utility/efficiency and not distributive justice. They should
be taken into account separately, and perhaps balanced later on against considerations of
distributive justice. But first we have to ascertain what distributive justice requires in this situation.
One could answer that if the public is interested in what James has to sell, and people are willing
to pay a lot of money to enjoy watching him play, then the distribution created by this set of
contracts is just. Everybody is happier thanks to James, so he deserves the rewards. But this
assumes that he deservedly ‘owns’ his talents and all of their fruits.12 This assumption was
contested by John Rawls in his critique of desert-based distribution, when he pointed out that ‘the
initial endowment of natural assets and the contingencies of their growth and nurture in early life

12

See Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (Basic Books 1974) 161-3 (Wilt Chamberlain example). I will
not discuss Nozick’s theory here; although he described it as a theory of distributive justice (ibid 149) it is
concerned with the acquisition of property. Arguments for private property are based on other normative
justifications, quite separate from the ones considered here under the heading of distributive justice.

5

are arbitrary from a moral point of view’, and even ‘the effort a person is willing to make is
influenced by his natural abilities and skills and the alternatives open to him’.13 This line of thought
was developed by a number of philosophers who have later been dubbed ‘luck egalitarians’.14
While luck egalitarians differ on what exactly has to be equalised – an issue I will discuss in the
next part – they all agree that people should not suffer the consequences of bad luck. Factors
beyond our control (such as the level of talent) should not form the basis for decisions about
distributions and cannot in themselves justify an existing (or market) distribution. On the contrary,
distributive justice requires us to neutralise, as much as possible, the impact of the unequal
allocation of talents, physical qualities and other attributes and abilities.
The idea that because all people are fundamentally equal the distribution should make us equal,
despite differences in talent and other such differences beyond our control, is likely to be appealing
to some but reprehensible to others. This basic disagreement is probably rooted in the question of
whether one can complain or make demands when nobody else is at fault. Although sometimes
the advantage enjoyed by some people is socially constructed and not ‘objective’ – for example
the conception of what is pretty/attractive that allows some people to enjoy rewards – quite often
there are objective advantages to having a talent. If one has the good fortune of possessing useful
talents or the bad luck of not having them, there is obviously no-one to blame. Elizabeth Anderson
has argued that a conception of justice should be interpersonal, that is, can include only demands
that people can make from others.15 People with less talent do not have any valid claim against
people with more talent; therefore, according to Anderson, the distribution of talents is not unjust
and does not require redress. But it is difficult to accept the claim that justice is necessarily limited
in this way.16 There is no reason why we cannot demand, as a matter of justice, the correction of
results created by nature, if we find this to be warranted.17
There are two other and perhaps more convincing replies that we can make to luck egalitarians,
and they are more practical than principled. First, we each have a ‘package’ of talents, physical
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qualities as well as other good and bad attributes; and we each have our share of good and bad
luck in different areas of life. It could certainly be the case that Lebron James had some bad luck
(or lack of talents) in other parts of his life; he is not necessarily happier than the rest of us. It is
not possible to separate one part of the ‘package’ from others. Some people have the gift of being
kind and sociable and they enjoy some rewards for these attributes (not necessarily monetary
rewards) on a daily basis. Others have the good fortune of finding the perfect match for a partner.
Yet others have marketable talents which make them rich, but at the same time they could be
miserable because of other misfortunes. It seems unfair to ‘equalise’ one part of the package while
ignoring other parts that are not quantifiable and might pull in other directions. In other words, if
we take the idea of luck egalitarianism to its logical conclusion, it requires full equality of
welfare/well-being. I will return to this option in the next part; for now, suffice it to say that it is
clearly impractical. Admittedly, however, this argument has only limited power because at the end
of the day, we all want more money; and if luck should be neutralised, by redistributing money at
the very least we will get closer to just distribution. Some could argue that the non-monetary parts
of the ‘package’ can be assumed to be similar (and then ignored), given that it is impossible to
assess them.
A second practical objection to luck egalitarianism maintains that it is impossible to distinguish
between choice and circumstance, or (more specifically) between effort that is voluntary (made by
choice) and effort that is rooted in inborn characteristics.18 As noted by Samuel Scheffler, ‘people’s
voluntary choices are routinely influenced by unchosen features of their personalities,
temperaments, and the social contexts in which they find themselves’.19 The question is whether
this should lead us to ignore effort altogether, or to ignore the inborn differences altogether,20 or
rather (which seems most reasonable to me) to take both of them into account.
Overall, while the argument against desert-based distribution is certainly powerful, I think it is
overstated. The basic idea behind the critique is important: it is difficult to accept the claim that
the lucky ones should be able to enjoy all the rewards of their luck; and more importantly, that the
unlucky should suffer all the consequences themselves. Luck egalitarianism can support a high
level of taxation and redistribution. At the same time, the idea of desert does not entirely lose its
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validity.21 Rewarding contribution and effort that enlarge the pie or otherwise increase welfare
seems just (subject of course to taxation and other conflicting considerations).
This middle-ground approach arguably conforms to the theory of Ronald Dworkin, who imagined
a hypothetical system of insurance against bad luck. Starting from the premise that people should
be responsible for their choices, including the management of risks, he asked what kinds of bad
luck ‘average people’ would have insured themselves against if they could. If we do not know
which set of talents and abilities we might get (or what would be the implications of these talents
and abilities in the market), what kind of insurance would we buy? It is safe to assume that no
reasonable person would buy insurance against the bad luck of not getting the talents of Lebron
James; both in the sense of not being able to afford it and in the sense of not finding it necessary.
In contrast, we can certainly expect rational people to insure themselves against the risk of having
no marketable talents or abilities, thus ending up unemployed or stuck at minimum wage jobs.22
This thought-experiment suggests that people are happy to allow others to enjoy the rewards of
their good fortune, and would only require redistribution to protect against cases of (relatively
extreme) bad luck. Otherwise put, although supporting redistribution to correct for bad luck,
Dworkin’s view appears to leave room for desert-based distribution.
If indeed contribution and effort should be rewarded, what about other aspects of work? One could
argue that some kinds of work are more deserving than others, for example when people assume
exceptional risks (dangerous jobs) or positions that most people prefer to avoid (‘dirty’ work).
However, in contrast it could be argued that jobs that require a high degree of responsibility
deserve more compensation. Overall it would be difficult (and probably harmful to people’s
dignity at work) to create a ranking of jobs in terms of desert.
What could be the implications for labour law, assuming one accepts the view that at least one
relevant criterion for distributive justice is desert, meaning specifically contribution and effort?
David Miller distinguished between four possible claims against unjust distribution based on
desert,23 which can potentially translate into four levels of regulation: (a) decisions about
distribution should not be made based on criteria that are evidently irrelevant from the point of
view of desert, such as race, gender or religious affiliation; (b) when people in the same group are
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equally deserving, they should enjoy the same benefits; (c) when two groups are equally deserving,
people in these groups should enjoy the same benefits; and finally, (d) there are non-comparative
arguments, i.e. simply that someone is deserving of a certain benefit by virtue of a certain
performance.
The idea of desert can thus support anti-discrimination laws (claim type a), as well as pay equity
laws (type b and sometimes type c). It can also support arguments for further equality within
organizations (type c): pay equity laws are usually limited to equal pay for men and women, and
in some countries also equal pay for workers through temporary employment agencies and for
part-time and fixed-term workers. This seems to be based on the understanding that gender, as well
as the form of employment arrangement, are irrelevant considerations when determining the level
of desert. The same understanding could support additional regulations to confront disparities
between workers that cannot be explained by contribution and effort.
Miller himself is quite sceptical about our ability to make determinate conclusions when
comparing two different groups (i.e. type c). He gives as an example the claim that doctors are
more deserving than manual workers, which he considers impossible to say by how much.24
According to Miller, it would be easy to conclude that a society that pays doctors less than manual
workers is unjust; but if they are paid more, it is difficult to say by how much is ‘just’. However,
the difficulty of making clear-cut determinations should not deter regulators from action. In fact,
in pay equity cases this is already performed in many legal systems: in comparing the salaries of
men and women doing different jobs, experts evaluate whether these jobs represent ‘equal value’
and as a result deserve equal pay. A legislature can similarly intervene to ensure appropriate
compensation for workers when the market fails to reward their contribution and effort sufficiently
– which can become apparent by comparison to other workers (even if this is not based on clearcut numbers but requires some judgment).
What about non-comparative desert arguments (type d)? Miller considers them highly problematic
for social policy because it is impossible to make determinate claims of this sort. However, while
it may be too extreme to expect the law to determine the ‘right’ or ‘fair’ level of wages for a
specific worker or profession, it is quite possible to say that below a certain level, compensation
cannot reflect sufficient reward for reasonable contribution and effort – thus supporting minimum
wage laws.

III.
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The current philosophical debate concerning egalitarianism revolves around two basic approaches.
One stems from the critique of desert as described in the previous part: according to luck
egalitarians, the principle of equality demands neutralising the impact of factors that we are not
responsible for, including inborn talents and physical qualities, or lack thereof. Obviously, this
requires massive redistribution, and there are different views about how far to take this idea and at
what point people become responsible for their own fates. In contrast, so-called ‘relational
egalitarians’ refuse to accept the idea that society has to redistribute in order to offset the cost of
bad luck. The latter approach is discussed in the next part; the current part is dedicated to attempts
to achieve equality of distribution, predicated on the assumption that it is unjust for people to enjoy
(or suffer) the consequences of unequal natural endowments.
If our talents and handicaps are ‘morally arbitrary’, how can we neutralise their impact? Rawls
was concerned with the unequal distribution of income and wealth created by these endowments
(among other things).25 Accordingly he viewed social and economic inequalities as presumptively
unjust. As part of the well-known ‘difference principle’ he maintained that such inequalities can
be justified only if they are ‘to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged’.26 Simply put, if the
least advantaged members of society benefit from an unequal situation – for example thanks to the
creation of improved work opportunities, or progressive taxation – the situation is justified. This
formulation is based on the assumption that the more talented need an incentive (in the form of
higher salaries) to work hard or otherwise to put their talents to use, and society benefits from
that.27 This part of Rawls’s theory of justice is thus an attempt to balance considerations of
distributive justice with considerations of efficiency. It has later been questioned whether (or to
what extent) such incentives are really necessary;28 and also whether the result would be just for
the middle class (people that will not necessarily benefit from the inequality).29 A further problem
arises from the exclusive focus on the absolute position of the least-advantaged without giving any
weight to their relative position.30
Income and wealth are obviously not important in themselves. Rawls defined a person’s good as
‘the successful execution of a rational plan of life’, and this requires liberty and opportunity, as
well as income and wealth as means to achieve one’s ends (Rawls considered all four, together
with the social bases of self-respect, ‘primary goods’).31 The question of what exactly we should
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equalise became central in subsequent contributions. Dworkin started his inquiry with a critique
of equality of welfare, arguing that people should be responsible for their choices.32 To equalise
welfare, or well-being (whether we define it as preference-satisfaction, enjoyment or otherwise)
we will have to subsidise risky and lazy behaviour, as well as expensive tastes. Dworkin
distinguished between ‘brute luck’ which people should not be penalised for, and ‘option luck’ –
the risks and choices people are taking voluntarily, for which they should enjoy the rewards but
also pay the costs. Otherwise put, the distribution should be ambition-sensitive but not endowmentsensitive.33 To this end he proposed equality of resources. The goal is not to eliminate all
uncertainties, but ‘to make people equal, as far as this is possible, in the resources with which they
face uncertainty.’34 Dworkin accordingly supported a tax-and-redistribution system that would
mimic the results of the hypothetical insurance scheme mentioned in the previous part. People with
disabilities, or who are less talented, would have to get more to reach the same level of resources;
but only to the extent an average person would have insured herself against this kind of bad lack.
Dworkin’s approach is similar to Rawls’s in its focus on resources. Although Rawls called them
primary goods and included a more specific list of such goods, they both considered income and
wealth as major resources that should in principle be equalised, subject to the conditions they each
developed. If resources are just a mean to an end (‘the successful execution of a rational plan of
life’, for Rawls) we have to wonder whether the same level of resources will give different people
the same opportunities and ability to reach their goals. Surely people with disabilities, or otherwise
detrimental conditions, will be able to do much less if given the same resources. Dworkin
attempted to rectify this problem with his scheme for redistribution to compensate for brute bad
luck. A different solution to this problem was developed by Amartya Sen, who argued that we
should focus on ‘capabilities’ instead of resources. According to Sen, what is important for people
is effective, real freedom to pursue their plan of life. Sen called what we need and want
‘functionings’ – a specific list of those can be identified as especially crucial for humans’ wellbeing – and he pointed attention to the importance of capabilities to achieve these functionings.35
Although Sen originally developed this idea in response to the question ‘equality of what?’,36 his
focus was more on freedom than equality (capabilities being a way to understand effective human
freedom). In principle, one could argue in favour of redistribution towards full equality of
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capabilities, but Sen himself is sceptical about this idea.37 He supports equality of capabilities only
in the ‘sufficientarian’ sense: ensuring that everyone has a set of basic capabilities. Thus construed,
his theory can be used (and has been used) to support relational equality, which I discuss separately
in the next part.38
The view that equalising resources is insufficient is shared by luck egalitarians such as Gerald
Cohen, Richard Arneson and John Roemer. These scholars accept the premise (stressed by
Dworkin) that people should be responsible for their choices and it would not be justified to
equalise welfare in a way that ignores these choices. However, they argue that what Dworkin
considers ‘option luck’ is not truly optional: our laziness (or in contrast ability to work hard), our
propensity to take risks, our expensive tastes – these are all (to some extent) the result of inborn
character and early childhood education/socialisation. Because these factors are somewhat beyond
our control, they too are morally arbitrary, and a just distribution should aim to eliminate their
impact. This brings us closer to examining equality of final outcomes, i.e. ultimately of welfare.
However, in an attempt to separate the implications of bad luck (even if indirectly) from the results
of voluntary choices, it has been suggested to equalise opportunity for welfare39 or alternatively
access to advantage;40 or to ask whether people who exercised a ‘comparable degree of
responsibility’ have equal opportunities, regardless of their circumstances.41
Such proposals obviously run into significant practical problems. To the extent they aim to take
into consideration non-monetary aspects of happiness and well-being, this is mostly a theoretical
exercise (unless one wishes to engage in extreme violations of privacy, alongside wild
speculations). Distinguishing decisions taken in free choice from other kinds of decisions is also

37
38

39
40

41

Amartya Sen, The Idea of Justice (Harvard UP 2009) 295.
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highly difficult as a practical matter, and when used to deny benefits to some people (based on
their choices) would create problems of stigma and harms to dignity and self-respect.42 Moreover,
if we take luck egalitarianism to the extreme, people with inborn genetic or environmental
advantages will end up having to pay harshly to offset these advantages. The good fortune of being
born with a special talent will turn into a curse of having to pay for it in cash throughout one’s life
in the name of distributive justice.43 However, such unreasonable results will only ensue if one
ignores all other goals, values and principle of justice. This is certainly not required by accepting
luck egalitarianism (or any other of the above-mentioned theories). We can appreciate the value
of luck egalitarianism while at the same time acknowledging the importance of dignity, autonomy,
efficiency and other values (including other forms of equality).44 Laws regulating complex human
affairs often have to take into account a multitude of purposes and justifications and sometimes
balance between them.
What are the implications of ‘distributional equality’ theories (as discussed in this part) for labour
law? First, these theories support anti-discrimination laws, because they can prevent differences
in distribution on the basis of ‘luck’ in terms of being born male or female, with a certain skin
colour, ethnicity etc. Affirmative action programs are also justified in order to counteract the
disadvantage resulting from those inborn traits.45 For similar reasons, distributional equality
supports pay equity laws and could support their further expansion to ensure equal pay for equal
value not only between men and women but between other groups in society as well. Second,
relying on the general idea that distribution based on natural endowments (including talent) is
unjust, or at least problematic, we can minimise the impact of these factors by reducing wage
differentials. This can be achieved by supporting labour unions and collective bargaining (which
are known to flatten wage differentials),46 and/or through direct intervention in the maximum ratio
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between high and low salaries within the firm (which can be called ‘maximum wage laws’).47
Third, a minimum wage can be justified to prevent extremely low wages which are likely to result
from lack of talent or lacking childhood education etc. (again minimising the impact of such ‘brute
bad luck’). Fourth, in terms of the distribution of wealth between employers and employees, which
at least to some extent can be presumed to result from luck, unions and the minimum wage are
once again instruments for reducing disparities.
Admittedly, for all of these regulations, there is a risk that employers will shift the costs to the
protected group – or to other groups of workers – eventually leading to regressive redistribution.
While this risk should not be ignored, there is certainly no reason to believe that redistribution
attempts are hopeless. For each specific regulation, a full separate analysis of the expected
redistribution is required before concluding what results can be expected. It is certainly possible
to include within the above-mentioned laws measures that prevent or at least minimise the risk of
cost-shifting; and in some cases, even if it occurs, the results are still expected to be progressive.48
So far, the discussion has been limited to the distribution of material goods. But distributive justice
can arguably refer to the distribution of power and risks as well.49 If we adopt this broader view,
regulations supporting unions and collective bargaining receive further support (because they
redistribute power from employers to workers) and other protections such as unfair dismissal laws
can also be supported (because they redistribute risks from employees to employers).
Redistribution along these lines can be justified once again based on the assumption that without
it, the distribution of power and risks created by the market gives too much weight to factors that
are morally arbitrary (such as the bad luck of being fired for arbitrary reasons).
Finally, can we apply Rawls’s difference principle in labour law? Because labour laws apply to
people who have jobs, almost by definition they do not cover the ‘least advantaged’ members of
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society (who are presumably unemployed). Accordingly, it could be argued that laws redistributing
in favour of employees – who are not the least advantaged – are unjustified.50 However, we can
use the general idea to suggest that inequalities in the labour market can be justified only if they
benefit the least advantaged workers (i.e. the least advantaged members of the labour market). This
idea can be used to justify (and require) regulations that redistribute resources, power and risks in
favour of low-wage, precarious workers. Moreover, it has been argued following Rawls that job
complexity, authority and responsibility should be considered primary goods, because of their
importance for ‘self-governing and social capacities of the self’;51 according to this view we should
be concerned not only with income equality, but also with occupational equality, meaning the
distribution of jobs with opportunities for self-fulfilment and self-respect. This could lead to a
proposal to ‘flatten workplace hierarchies and democratize workplace governance’, subject to
Rawls’s constraint that such hierarchies and non-democratic governance could be justified if they
benefit the least advantaged.52 Arguably this provides further support for regulations supporting
unionisation and collective bargaining.

IV.

Redistribution to Advance Relational Equality

The idea of distributional/economic equality is contested by some philosophers, who argue that
our focus should be social or relational equality: to ensure that people have equal status, are treated
as equals and have the ability to function in society on ‘equal terms’.53 The idea of equality, they
argue, is to fight oppression, castes, hierarchies between classes etc. and not bad luck.54 The
relational approach therefore considers equality a social and political ideal and not a distributive
ideal per se. Proponents of this approach accordingly try to avoid the term distributive justice,
describing their theory as dealing with equality or egalitarianism. However, they do not settle for
formal equality (in the sense that the rule of law applies to all equally) but rather understand that
resources have a crucial impact on the ability of people to function as equals in society. Because
relational egalitarians realise that redistribution is necessary to secure equality – and make an effort
to explain how this should be done – this theory can be seen as a theory of distributive justice as
well.
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What kind of redistribution is needed to achieve equality of status? Obviously the social status and
political power enjoyed by a billionaire are dramatically higher than those held by poor people.
Therefore, in principle the idea of equal status could be taken to require equality of resources.
However relational egalitarians prefer a ‘sufficientarian’ approach: each individual must have a
basic level of resources, not less than the minimal level needed to ensure one’s ability to function
in society as equal. It immediately becomes clear that the above description is hopelessly circular:
the idea of ‘equal status’ cannot in itself provide any guidance as to what is sufficient to function
as equal. One has to rely on some additional theory to figure out what is required in terms of
distribution.
Elizabeth Anderson turns in this juncture to the capabilities approach, arguing (following Sen) that
society has to ensure ‘our freedom to achieve valued functioning’.55 She includes three aspects of
functioning: as a human being, as a participant in a system of cooperative production (the market),
and as a citizen of a democratic state. The second of those is most relevant for current purposes,
and in this regard Anderson explains that it requires ‘effective access to the means of production,
access to the education needed to develop one’s talents, freedom of occupational choice, the right
to make contracts and enter into cooperative agreements with others, the right to receive fair value
for one’s labor, and recognition by others of one’s productive contributions’.56 The last two points
seem to rely (implicitly) on an idea of desert. The other rights and freedoms which Anderson
considers to be required in this context all aim to ensure access and nothing more. Although
Anderson herself calls this ‘effective’ access, 57 in practice she seems to settle for a very minimal
level of effectiveness: just enough to ‘avoid being oppressed by others’.58 She does not consider
income inequalities to be problematic in themselves. She admits that such inequalities are
problematic when they are easily translated into ‘status inequality – differences in the social bases
of self-respect, influence over elections, and the like’59 but refuses to assume (even though it would
be reasonable to assume) that this is normally the case.
Further development of the capabilities approach that can be helpful in the current context has
been offered by Jonathan Wolff and Avner de-Shalit, who argued that alongside the level of
functionings we must be concerned with the ability to sustain them. Insecurity of functionings
creates risk and vulnerability which are in themselves problematic. They give casual employees as
an example, characterising the insecurity of being possibly out of work at any given time as a
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disadvantage requiring societal response.60 Moreover, in an attempt to identify the least
advantaged members of society, they show how disadvantages ‘cluster’ together, multiplying in
severity.61
What would be the implications of distributive justice based on relational equality for labour law?
Anderson points to the minimum wage as one mechanism that can help ensure that people are not
‘deprived of the social conditions of their freedom’.62 She also supports the right of people with
disabilities to accommodation, to the extent this is needed to allow them to participate in society.63
The emphasis on insecurity proposed by Wolff and de-Shalit could support various protections for
precarious workers. David Miller goes a step further; noting that ‘if we want our society to be
egalitarian, then we will try to shape our distributive practices so that the emergence of hierarchy
is discouraged’, he argues that large, cumulative inequalities that exist in current liberal
democracies – in education, income and organizational power – mean that ‘these societies are still
effectively class-divided’. 64 Accordingly, he argues that differences in wages within firms should
be compressed, suggesting as an example that the managing director of a large company should
not be paid more than three or four times the wage of an unskilled worker.65 This goal can be
advanced (as noted in the previous part) through direct regulations – a ‘maximum wage law’ –
and/or indirectly by supporting labour unions.

60
61
62
63

64
65

Wolff and de-Shalit (n 4) 9, 70. They further argue that ‘the government should guarantee genuine opportunities
for secure functionings’ (at 14).
ibid ch 7.
Anderson (n 14) 325.
ibid 331. In a later, recent contribution Anderson applies republican theories of non-domination to the labour
context, arguing that the idea of non-domination can support various labour laws, as well as possibly more
radical interventions such as co-determination – Elizabeth Anderson, ‘Equality and Freedom in the Workplace:
Recovering Republican Insights’ (2015) 31(2) Social Philosophy and Policy 48, 66-8. I note this here because
she stressed the connection between relational equality and non-domination (at 65). However, her article
focuses almost entirely on non-domination rather than equality, and such arguments should be examined
separately. See also Philip Pettit, Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government (Clarendon Press
1997) 110-9 (arguing that advancing non-domination – in line with the ideal of freedom as non-domination –
is also egalitarian, but adding that it does not lead to ‘material egalitarianism’). There are obviously strong
connections between minimising domination and distributive justice (see also Lovett (n 5)), but I believe, as
noted in the introduction, that they are better construed as separate arguments. For a discussion on nondomination arguments as justifications for labour law see Guy Davidov, ‘Subordination vs Domination:
Exploring the Differences’ forthcoming in International Journal of Comparative Labour Law & Industrial
Relations (2017). Horacio Spector, another supporter of relational equality as a justification for labour law,
relies especially on the connection of this idea to Kant, who rejected contracts ‘whereby people disclaim their
equal worth and autonomy’ - Spector (n 50) 1145-6. I believe it would be more appropriate to use dignity
directly as a justification rather than distributive justice or equality in this case.
Miller (n 4) 242.
Ibid 243. Compare to the recent Israeli legislation mentioned at n 47.

17

Samuel Bagenstos has taken a broad approach and argued that ‘social equality’ can also be used
to justify laws concerning workplace discrimination, unjust dismissal, workers’ privacy, workers’
political speech, whistleblowing, child labour and maximum hours.66 This is based on the idea that
the point of all these laws is ‘to ensure that individuals have the time, space, and ability to
participate in democratic citizenship’.67 This appears to be a useful justification for some laws, but
quite artificial and too indirect for others. For example, the idea that we need free time from work
in order to be able to use it for participation in society as equal citizens is plausible, as a
supporting/secondary justification, but would be strange to be seen as the main justification.
Maximum hour laws are needed first and foremost to give workers an opportunity to rest and have
time for themselves and their family, and to prevent their exploitation and abuse.

V.

Conclusions – and Implications for Intra-Worker Distribution

Labour laws have various goals.68 Distributive justice is certainly not the only goal of labour law;
it is probably not even the main one. However, it is one important goal that has been relatively
neglected (as an independent justification) in the labour law literature. The goal of this chapter was
to review several theories of distributive justice and examine to what extent labour laws can be
said to advance them (or, otherwise put, to what extent distributive justice theories can be used as
justifications for labour laws). We have seen that, for the most part, the different theories do not
contradict each other; they all support several basic labour law protections. There is some
difference of emphasis depending on which theory is adopted, but as long as we avoid extreme
versions of the different theories, they can live side by side.
Desert-based distributive justice can support anti-discrimination laws, pay equity laws (not only
gender-based but also pay equity for part-time, fixed-term and temporary employment agency
workers), as well as corrections of market failures leading to under-valuation of workers in specific
jobs or sectors, given their level of contribution. Distributional equality theories similarly support
anti-discrimination and pay equity law (broadly conceived), as well as laws supporting
unionisation and collective bargaining; and minimum wage laws. If we adopt a broad view of
distributional equality and include the distribution of risks as well, we find justification for unjust
dismissal laws. And inspiration from Rawls’s difference principle can provide support for laws
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that protect/advance the situation of low-wage, precarious workers. Finally, relational equality
theories support minimum wage laws; accommodation for people with disabilities; protection for
precarious workers; and potentially (if adopting a broad view) also laws supporting unions and
collective bargaining, and various other employment standards.
It should be made clear that these justifications provide only a prima facie case for the abovementioned laws; a full consideration must also take into account additional justifications as well
as possible critiques (conflicting normative arguments), apart from distributive justice.
Alongside support for current labour laws, theories of distributive justice point attention to one
area in which current laws are especially lacking: the proliferation of two-tier (or dual) labour
markets. There are two different levels to this problem, the micro level (of a specific
organisation/employer) and the macro level. At the micro level, the problem presents itself in three
different ways. First, a distinction between full-time long-term employees and other employees
who are relegated to fixed-term, part-time, temporary or otherwise ‘second grade’ contracts.
Second, a division between ‘insiders’ who enjoy a full package of rights and benefits and
‘outsiders’ who work for the benefit of the organisation but are formally employed by a contractor
or a temporary employment agency, where the level of wages and benefits is significantly lower.
Third, in unionised workplaces, there are sometimes collective agreements that create two tiers of
workers, allowing veteran workers to enjoy generous benefits but depriving new workers of these
benefits. In all three methods, workers at the ‘secondary’ markets are relegated to an inferior
position. At the macro level, there are sharp distinctions between unionised and non-unionised
workplaces, which are even more extreme when comparing workers at governmental monopolies
(who often have the power to exert exceptional pressure and enjoy exceptional rewards as a result)
with low-wage workers in small private-sector establishments.
The sufficientarian approach associated with relational equality is not likely to support significant
interventions to address intra-worker disparities, as long as the workers in secondary markets are
guaranteed minimum protections (minimum wage etc.). However, the other two theories seem to
support radical changes. This is true for distributive justice based on desert, because the sharp
differences between workers noted above are often not based on contribution or effort (or any other
desert-base). The case for significant intervention is even stronger if we accept the ideas of luck
egalitarianism (or otherwise the basic premise of distributional equality) – as I think we should.
The reasons for being in the secondary market are often – even if not always – arbitrary, a mere
bad luck. Sharp differences between the income and benefits of different workers that result from
bad luck cannot be justified. Redistribution is justified, and required, to correct this injustice. The
question then becomes how to separate differences in pay that can be justified (based on
contribution/effort) from arbitrary (bad luck) differences that cannot be justified, and what are the
best methods to prevent/correct the latter.
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A further complication that requires special attention is how to amend existing labour laws that
cause distributional injustice, and how to do so without jeopardising the goals of these laws. It is
important to realise that at least some of the problem of intra-worker distributional injustice is
caused by labour laws. One does not have to accept a strict ‘free market’ adherence to acknowledge
that some degree of cost-shifting as a result of labour laws takes places, and could lead to regressive
redistribution, as noted above. One common strategy used by employers to avoid the costs of
labour laws is shifting work to secondary labour markets, where costs can be minimized.69
Measures must be taken to prevent the proliferation of secondary markets and the ability to use
them as ‘shelters’ from legal obligations. I have noted in part III above that a careful distributional
analysis is required for each labour law to examine the expected distributive results; legislatures
have sometimes failed to perform such an analysis, or at least failed to adopt the necessary
preventive measures. In some cases, the problem is not with costs created directly by labour laws
but with strategies adopted by labour unions that lead to greater inequality between groups of
workers.70 Again, the implication is not to avoid unionisation, but rather to finds ways to address
and minimize such concerns.
Our starting point should be that luck necessarily plays some role in a market economy, so if we
want a market economy (and we do) we have to accept it to some extent. The goal is not to
eliminate the impact of luck completely, but to minimise it as much as possible, especially by
preventing clear-cut cases of distributive injustice. Singling out the cases in which a distinction
between groups of workers is not based on desert but rather results from mere bad luck is not easy;
a full attempt to do so will have to await future research. For now, I will make just a few
preliminary points. First, two-tier collective agreements cannot be justified; they are a stark
example of distributive injustice. Second, labour laws should not allow ‘temporary’ positions
(whether in direct employment or indirectly through temporary employment agencies) that are not
truly temporary in reality. When such methods are used only to relegate the worker to a secondary
market, artificially, the distributional injustice cannot be tolerated. Third, to minimise the
distinction between unionised and non-unionised workers, all effort must be made to ensure real
and effective freedom of association; the ability of monopolies and their workers to exert excessive
rents must be curtailed, possibly through price control (on the firms) and some limitations on the
right to strike (on the unions); and a system of extension orders should be considered (to extend
some of the benefits secured by unionised workers to non-unionised workplaces as well). Finally,
a maximum wage law, limiting the ratio between the top and bottom salaries in the same firm, is
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an important technique to limit distributive injustice, if we presume (as I think we can) that
excessive wage variations can only be explained by considerable good/bad luck.
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