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Introduction 

 

It has become quite common among those who welcome the prospect of enhancing 

human nature to argue that human enhancement is not only morally permissible, but 

also morally obligatory: that we have a moral duty to enhance ourselves and others, or 

at least to provide people with opportunities to enhance themselves. This duty is often 

believed to follow from the fact that our natural talents and abilities are not evenly 

distributed, that what we can and cannot do is to a large extent the result of a ‘genetic 

lottery’ (also referred to as ‘natural lottery’).
1
 In consequence, people’s chances in life 

are, through no fault of their own, hampered by a ‘genetic inequality’, which, being 

entirely undeserved, is clearly unfair, and because it is, we are morally obligated to do 

something about it and to, as best we can, ‘level the playing field’. Thus Julian 

Savulescu and colleagues once referred to those who “do well at sport as a result of 

the genetic lottery that happened to deal them a winning hand” as the “genetic elite”, 

arguing that it is unfair that not everybody has the same natural constitution (2004, 

667). “Nature”, they announced, “is not fair” (2004, 668), which would be 

uncontroversial if it only meant, as it usually does when we say something like that, 

that the categories of fairness or unfairness do not apply to nature (i.e., that nature can 

                                                 
1
 Clearly the term ‘natural lottery’, which John Rawls in his Theory of Justice, first published in 1971, 

seems to have introduced into the debate on social and political justice and what exactly such justice 

consists in and what it requires, is somewhat broader than the term ‘genetic lottery’. The natural lottery 

encompasses all differences between people that are not due to social circumstances or human action, 

but have come about through natural processes. Whether those differences have been caused by 

differences between people’s genetic constitution or by other factors that influence our development 

before birth is irrelevant. In contrast, the term ‘genetic lottery’ emphasises the presumed cause of those 

differences and in doing so already suggests the possibility of a solution to the moral problem whose 

existence the term is meant to express, namely the unfairness of there being such differences, or of not 

doing anything about those differences. The solution that is suggested is of course some kind of genetic 

intervention. I will, in this paper, mostly use the term ‘genetic lottery’ because it better conveys the 

sense that it is indeed possible not only to counterbalance the effects of that lottery, but to actually 

tackle and change the lottery itself, namely so that it is no longer a lottery. However, since I do not here 

attach any importance to the causes of existing natural differences, genetic or otherwise, I will use the 

term ‘genetic lottery’ generally in the sense of ‘natural lottery’.    
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neither be fair nor unfair) or that nature is not concerned with fairness (but solely 

with, say, the survival of the fittest, or whatever we think determines the directions 

that living nature takes). Rather, it is intended to convey the sense that nature is 

positively unfair. It is not just a descriptive statement that means to explain how 

nature works (or not works), but instead a normative statement that is intended to 

imply the moral unacceptability of the natural condition (or certain features of it). 

Based on this normative understanding, enhancement is then recommended as a 

remedy against nature’s unfairness. “By allowing everyone to take performance 

enhancing drugs, we level the playing field. We remove the effects of genetic 

inequality. Far from being unfair, allowing performance enhancement promotes 

equality.” (2004, 668)
2
 

 

Yet the unequal distribution of abilities is not the only kind of unfairness that can be 

utilized to support the claim that we have a moral duty to enhance. While the above 

argument makes use of a purely comparative and thus formal understanding of 

fairness (cf. Hooker 2005), which merely requires that everybody is treated alike or 

has the same (opportunities, resources, goods) as everyone else, the moral duty to 

enhance can also be inferred from a more substantive account of fairness that 

emphasises desert or need. So even if everyone had exactly the same and was treated 

in exactly the same way, their situation and treatment might still be unfair if they do 

not get what they deserve or do not get what they need in order to live a decent life. 

Although it is seldom explicitly formulated as an argument, the idea that we, that is, 

all of us, have been treated unfairly by nature nonetheless informs much of the pro-

enhancement discourse. That idea is at work whenever it is argued that our lives have 

been blighted by various (natural and hence entirely undeserved) defects such as 

certain cognitive and emotional limitations and the necessity to age and die. This is 

seen not only as deeply unsatisfactory, but indeed as unfair, not because there are 

others out there who have it better, but simply because one shouldn’t have to live 

under such conditions, because we didn’t do anything (bad) to deserve it and because 

we, frankly, would have deserved better. This way of understanding the world and our 

place in it, which is rather common specifically among transhumanists, is succinctly 

                                                 
2
 It is of course highly doubtful that we would do sport a favour by making athletes more equal. As 

Lisa S. Parker has pointed out (Parker 2012, 128), it is the goal of athletic competition “to establish the 

inequality of the competitors”. Moreover, the “presumption of inequalities is integral to sport’s 

entertainment value”. 
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expressed in Nick Bostrom’s claim (which used to grace his personal website, but has 

now disappeared) that once we have enhanced ourselves to a posthuman level, our 

lives will be “as they should have been all along”. 

 

In the following, I will engage mostly with the argument from formal unfairness, that 

is, the claim that we have a moral obligation to enhance people who are, in regard to 

their natural constitution, worse off than others because their being worse off is 

unfair. I will concentrate on this argument because it seems to be more widely 

accepted and because I find it more interesting. However, much of what I am going to 

say about it is also applicable to the argument from substantive unfairness. Moreover, 

the argument from formal unfairness will ultimately prove to rely on our tacit 

acceptance of the argument from substantive unfairness. 

 

 

The Genetic Lottery 

 

Moti Mizrahi (2014) has recently argued that natural inequality presents a new 

problem of evil for the theist. How can a just God allow this to happen? Answering 

that question may not appear particularly pressing to many us, but what should be of 

interest even for those of us who are not theists is the assumption that Mizrahi makes 

and that indeed must be made in order to support his claim that there is a problem in 

the first place. That assumption, which Mizrahi treats as obviously true, is that natural 

inequality is morally obnoxious, and that the reason for that is its unfairness: “It is 

important to note that natural inequality is an evil, not because it leads to pain and 

suffering, although it might and often does, but because it is unfair.” (Mizrahi 2014, 

130). Since the talented deserve their talent as little as the untalented deserve their 

lack of talent, it is, “from a moral point of view”, “not fair that one person is taller, 

healthier, faster, thinner, more intelligent, more beautiful, more agile, and otherwise 

more naturally endowed than another person.” Note that the intended argument does 

not seem to be that this situation is unfair because God doesn’t do anything about it 

although he could, but rather, that God should do something about it because the 

undeserved inequality of abilities and other desirable traits is indeed unfair.   
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The argument from formal unfairness clearly draws on the presumed value of equality 

and raises the question to what extent we (or God, but that is a different discussion) 

are morally obligated to promote it. Natural differences between people obviously 

exist, that is, differences that are not owed to their own choices and actions, but to 

their genetic and epigenetic endowment. Inequality is thus undeniably a basic fact of 

life. Yet recognising this fact does not compel us to hold that all undeserved 

inequality is inherently unfair and needs to be redressed. This is because despite this 

view’s obvious intuitive appeal it is not entirely clear whether it actually makes sense 

to declare a natural condition, which is not in any way the result of human or any 

other being’s agency, to be “unfair”. Is it unfair that I cannot bend it like Beckham, or 

play Golf like Tiger Woods? We would not normally think so. I may well find it 

unfair that those people earn so much more money than I, or that they are famous and 

I am not, based on my conviction that I deserve fortune and fame just as much as they 

do. But it would be odd to claim that I deserve their talent as much as they do. The 

reason why I might find it unfair that I am not as rich and famous as they are, is that 

my own abilities, even though they are different from theirs, may conceivably appear 

to me as worthy of being rewarded and publicly recognised as theirs. In other words, 

my sense of being treated unfairly rests on my conviction that I do in fact possess 

certain noteworthy reward-deserving abilities myself. Yet there are no abilities that I 

could invoke in order to support a claim that, because of my having them, I am just as 

deserving of having certain abilities as those who actually do have them. Because the 

problem is precisely that I do not have them. It is the lack of abilities that bothers me. 

I can certainly begrudge others their talent, but that is not the same as finding it unfair 

that they have it and I do not. It is perhaps not impossible to do so and we might even 

feel tempted to rationalize our grudge and frustration by calling the unequal 

distribution of talents ‘unfair’, but it is definitely a stretch, and we know it.  

 

Leaving aside the question of desert, the difference between an unequal distribution of 

fame and fortune on the one hand and of ability on the other, and the reason why it 

makes more sense to us to call the former unfair, is that fame and fortune are 

ultimately bestowed on certain people by human agents, while ability is not. They 

only get rich and famous because we appreciate their abilities and are willing to 

reward them. We pay good money to see them play, and we take a keen interest in 

their lives. If we didn’t, they wouldn’t be rich and famous at all. So in a way we are 
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giving them their fame and fortune and at the same time withholding it from others. 

But their abilities are nothing we have given to them. In fact, they have not been given 

to them by anyone, and that is why it sounds strange to say that it is unfair that they 

have it and I do not. It would indeed make much more sense if we thought that there 

is a God or some other agency in the world who is responsible for the distribution of 

abilities, who actually made a choice and decided, for apparently no good reason at all 

(because we didn’t exist before that decision was made and therefore couldn’t 

possibly have deserved it), that they should have a particular ability and I should not 

have it. So by claiming that the unequal distribution of abilities is unfair, we actually 

seem to imply that there is such an agency in the world, i.e., that we have in fact been 

treated badly by whomever or whatever is responsible for our lack of talent, in 

making the choice to withhold it from us. 

 

This is why the metaphor of the “genetic lottery” seems peculiarly inapt to convey the 

view that natural differences are unfair. This is so because lotteries are not usually 

considered to be unfair at all. We all know that if you win a lottery, then this is not 

because you have done anything to deserve it. In fact, the outcome is completely 

independent of anything you might have done or not done (except taking part in the 

lottery) or anything you might be or not be. That is why you can be happy about it, 

but not proud. It is completely arbitrary, you were just lucky. You could just as well 

have not won. This is considered not unfair, but on the contrary entirely fair. It would 

only be considered unfair if the odds were stacked, that is, if your win in the lottery 

were no longer arbitrary but due to someone doing something that made it more likely 

that you won the lottery rather than somebody else. In other words, lotteries are 

considered fair precisely to the extent that their outcomes are arbitrary, that is, 

determined by chance, and unfair to the extent that their outcome is not arbitrary, that 

is, not determined by chance. We can then infer that the unequal distribution of 

abilities is perfectly fair, not despite being determined by chance and thus the result of 

a ‘genetic lottery’, but precisely for that reason.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

6 

 

Natural and Social Starting Places 

 

Now it could of course be objected that it is not, and was never meant to be, the 

unequal distribution of natural assets itself that is inherently unfair. Rather, what is, or 

would be, unfair is not to do anything about it once that becomes possible. Thus while 

it is not unfair that some people are less intelligent than others, even if it does restrict 

their choices in life, it would be unfair to allow this inequality to persist. That is the 

position that John Rawls suggested in his Theory of Justice: “The natural distribution 

is neither just nor unjust; nor is it unjust that persons are born into society at some 

particular position. These are simply natural facts. What is just and unjust is the way 

that institutions deal with these facts.” (Rawls 1999, 87) Yet if we accept that we 

should try to, as much as possible, guarantee fair equality of opportunity, which 

requires not merely that all legal obstacles to acquiring certain desirable positions in 

life be removed (careers open to talents), but also that everyone have the same chance 

to attain those positions (Rawls 1999, 63), then it seems that we should also try to 

distribute the natural goods (such as health and vigour, intelligence and imagination) 

equally since they without doubt influence our chances in life just as much as, if not 

more than, the social conditions we are born into. “There is no more reason to permit 

the distribution of income and wealth to be settled by the distribution of natural assets 

than by historical and social fortune” (Rawls 1999, 64). Since those natural 

inequalities are undeserved, that is, morally arbitrary, we should, according to Rawls, 

definitely try to redress them by, for instance, spending more money and effort on the 

education of those who are less intelligent (Rawls 1999, 86). Only very briefly, 

however, does Rawls entertain the idea that we may try to change nature itself, and 

instead of merely compensating for a lack of natural abilities, make sure that everyone 

has the abilities they need to pursue a preferred plan of life. For although he admits 

that it is indeed “in the interest of each to have greater natural assets”, he is unwilling 

to infer more from this than that society should “take steps at least to preserve the 

general level of natural abilities and to prevent the diffusion of serious defects” 

(Rawls 1999, 92), which is still a long way from demanding that natural abilities be 

distributed equally and ultimately not consistent with the “level playing field concept 

of equal opportunity” (Buchanan et al 2000, 65) that Rawls seems to have endorsed. 
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This inconsistency was addressed and partly corrected by Allen Buchanan and 

colleagues in their seminal and aptly named treatment of the issue, From Chance to 

Choice: “If precise and safe control over the distribution of natural assets becomes 

feasible, then those who believe that justice is concerned with the effects of natural 

assets on individuals’ life prospects will no longer be able to assume that justice 

requires only that we compensate for bad luck in the natural lottery by intervening in 

the social lottery, rather than by attacking natural inequalities directly” (Buchanan et 

al. 2000, 64). If the goal is to create a situation where everybody starts life with the 

same opportunities, then it doesn’t seem to matter whether what stands in the way of 

that goal is a certain social structure or an uneven distribution of natural assets. In 

fact, once we have learned to manipulate our nature, the difference between social 

assets and natural assets becomes blurred, if not altogether untenable (Parker 2012, 

128). It seems, therefore, that there is indeed a case to be made for the removal of 

natural inequalities (Holtug 1999, 139),
3
 and some have indeed made this case very 

forcefully. Mark Walker, for instance, has argued that since people who are naturally 

very happy (hyperthymic), because they are genetically predisposed to have a higher 

average level of happiness than most people, tend to have much better opportunities in 

life, we have a moral duty to provide those who were less fortunate in the genetic 

lottery with the means to acquire the same high level of average happiness. That duty 

is derived from the alleged unfairness of the fact that not everybody is as happy as the 

hyperthymic. “To deny the rest of us access to HPP (Happy People Pills) is a grave 

form of injustice, for it is to artificially limit the pool of this valuable resource; and to 

restrict the pool of this valuable resource is to prohibit most of us from the 

opportunity for what many (but not all) of us see as the best life: life with the 

happiness and achievement of the hyperthymic.” (Walker 2009, 35) 

 

However, if those who are naturally happy or hyperthymic did nothing to deserve 

such happiness, then it is hard to see why we should think that those who are not 

naturally happy deserve to be happy. It is true that we do not deserve to be unhappy. 

But we do not deserve to be happy either. Yet if we neither deserve to be unhappy nor 

                                                 
3
 Torbjörn Tännsjö (2009, 325) has even suggested that the reluctance to support and promote 

enhancement for those less favoured by nature is owed to a “Nietzschean view of justice, according to 

which it is unfair if those who are less fit pool their resources and rob the genuinely strong Übermensch 

of his genetic advantage”. Needless to say, Tännsjö recommends that we get rid of this anti-democratic 

and indeed “fascistoid” notion of justice as quickly as possible. 
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deserve to be happy, then it seems that considerations of fairness simply do not apply. 

It would only be unfair to leave people in their (after all only comparatively) unhappy 

constitution if it were unfair for them to be in that condition in the first place. Thus the 

argument from formal unfairness presupposes some degree of substantive unfairness. 

But since there is no good reason to suppose that we deserve to be better than we 

actually are, the argument from substantive unfairness also remains unconvincing.    

 

 

Equality with Whom? 

 

But let us assume for the moment that we accept the above argument in favour of 

enhancement for the sake of equal opportunity. If, say, A is by nature more intelligent 

or more happy than B, so that A has a better chance of getting on in life, we should 

either compensate B for their undeserved handicap in the game of life, or lift B, 

provided that is possible, up to the intelligence or happiness level of A, so that both 

have the same starting conditions. Those who show themselves to be persuaded by 

this kind of argument usually suppose A and B to be humans. But is there any good 

reason why we shouldn’t apply the underlying principle to humans and non-humans 

alike? Consider the following argument: I cannot fly, but if I could fly I would have 

many opportunities that are not open to me now. It would also give me great pleasure. 

Thus the quality of my life would arguably be enhanced if I could fly. Yet there are 

other living beings that can fly, for instance birds. This is a result of the genetic lottery 

which has given birds abilities that have been denied to me. That is unfair because the 

fact that birds can fly and I cannot is morally arbitrary. Birds did nothing to deserve 

their ability to fly, as I have done nothing to deserve my inability to fly. Therefore 

society has a moral obligation to provide me with the means to acquire that ability, 

should such means be either already available or at least in our reach. Since there are 

many different species of animals, most of which have abilities that humans do not 

currently possess, there is obviously a lot to enhance before we will actually have 

levelled the playing field completely. Bats can echolocate. Dogs have a sense of smell 

that is 10,000 times more acute than ours. Ants can carry loads that exceed their own 

body weight multiple times. And so on and so forth. Is all this unfair? Are we morally 

entitled to be able to do what they can do? I suspect that most of those who believe 

that we have a moral duty to level the playing field by enhancing people who seem to 
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have lost out in the genetic lottery would not want to go that far. But why should we 

regard the species boundaries as relevant here? Why should the genetic lottery 

suddenly stop to be unfair (and thus in need of correction) when we cross the species 

barrier?  

 

The argument works of course in both directions. Not only are there many things that 

animals can do that we cannot do, but there are also things that we can do and that 

animals cannot do. So should we also level the playing field for them? Nick Bostrom 

(2004) may have been the first who suggested as much in his whimsical fantasy about 

Albert, the uploaded and cognitively enhanced golden retriever who is interviewed on 

the Larry King show. After reflecting on the unequal distribution of luck among both 

humans and animals, the former dog, now post-dog, Albert declares himself to be the 

“lucky one”, and when asked by Larry King whether he had a mission in life, he 

replies that he wants “everyone to be the lucky one”. Given the context, this can only 

mean that he wishes for all animals to be subjected to the same cognitive 

enhancement process that he himself has undergone. That animal enhancement or 

“uplifting”
4
 is indeed a matter of distributive justice has been expressly argued by 

George Dvorsky (2008). Dvorsky claims that we have a duty to cognitively enhance 

animals because not to do so “would be an unfair distribution of primary goods that 

are requisites for political participation, liberty and justice”. This is thought to be 

unfair because it is the result of pure luck: “Like some humans who argue that they 

have fared poorly in the genetic lottery, it can be said that nonhumans have missed out 

in the species lottery” (2008, 136). Others, like Sarah Chan (2009), have also argued 

that we have a moral obligation to enhance animals, although not directly on the 

grounds that we would be treating them unfairly if we didn’t. Rather, the claim is 

based on the fact that animals have interests and that they matter morally just as much 

as ours. But of course this argument ultimately also appeals to our sense of fairness. 

The reason why we should not only take human interests into account, but also the 

interests of animals, is, presumably, that it would be unfair not to do so. 

                                                 
4
 The use of the word “uplifting” in this context is quite telling. It suggests, even more than the word 

“enhancement”, the possibility of a linear progression through a series of clearly defined stages or steps 

that reach from the bottom to the top. Each entity is situated on a particular step, and when it gets 

“uplifted”, it progresses to one of the next steps. The higher you are on that stepladder the better you 

are. Animals are assumed to be on a lower step than humans. Uplifting them might raise them to the 

same step on which we currently find ourselves. Further uplifting would raise them to a higher step, 

which would make them superior to us, unless we also progressed to the next stage.  
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Yet if we do level the playing field so thoroughly that everyone (be they human, 

animal, or machine) has all the abilities that everyone else has, so we have ended the 

tyranny of the genetic lottery, then all differences would have disappeared. It would 

be a thoroughly equalized (gleichgeschaltet) world. Why would we want to live in 

such a world? Fortunately this is not going to happen, if only because it is likely to be 

impossible to have all the abilities that can currently be found in anyone. Some of 

those abilities are likely to be mutually exclusive, so that you cannot have the one and 

the other. Levelling the playing field completely would then not only be undesirable, 

but impossible. 

 

 

Equality of what? 

 

Now, the same holds of course if we restrict our ambitions to the human world. I 

cannot bend it like Beckham or play golf like Tiger Woods, no matter how hard I try. 

I just don’t have the ability. Nor can I play the violin like Yehudi Menuhin, or paint 

like Picasso, no matter how hard I try. This is no fault of my own and therefore 

morally arbitrary. But it seems impossible to be able to have all those different 

abilities combined in one and the same person. Should we then try to level the playing 

field to the extent that it is possible? 

 

The problem with this suggestion is that before we can start attacking natural 

inequalities we first need to clarify what exactly we intend to make equal. Arguably, it 

is chances in life, but it is not always obvious which natural assets increase our 

chances in life, and how much of any of those assets we need to have to have better 

life prospects. One should think that being smart or good-looking is not exactly a 

disadvantage in the game of life, but there is no evidence that it is the smartest people 

who are economically most successful, or, even more importantly, who are most 

likely to have the best life. And how smart exactly do we have to be? It is certainly 

not the case that the smarter you are the more opportunities in life you will have and 

the better your life is likely to be. Whether a so-called natural asset is indeed an asset 

for you depends to a large extent on the circumstances, not only those created by the 

reigning social structure, but also on what other abilities you have, and what kind of 
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opportunities emerge in the course of your life. “Thus, there is no such thing as a 

resource per se. Different traits will be resources in different social environments. 

Recognition of this simple fact imposes a fundamental constraint on any attempt to 

intervene in the natural lottery in the name of equality of opportunity or resources.” 

(Buchanan et al. 2000, 80).  

 

In some cases it is even difficult to know whether having an ability or not having it 

makes for better opportunities in life, and hence, whether it is unfair that you have it 

or unfair that you do not have it. If, for instance, you have few or no moral scruples 

and are prone to stealing stuff and killing people you are likely to end up in prison, 

which is clearly not fair since you have never asked to be bad in the first place. It is 

just your bad luck of being born with the wrong genes and into the wrong social 

circumstances. Hence, since you haven’t really chosen to be bad, we owe it to you to 

compensate you or, if we have a way to do that, to change your nature in such a way 

that you are no longer bad. We have a moral obligation to make you good. But then 

again we could just as well argue the opposite. A lack of moral scruples, or let us say 

a certain moral flexibility, is not always a disadvantage in life. It is, after all, often 

people with moral integrity who miss out on opportunities that may make their life 

better, at least in the sense that it may give them access to certain goods and resources 

and increase their liberty. So it seems that we owe it to you to make you less good, so 

that you are not disadvantaged in the game of life by your moral scruples.  

 

This shows two major problems with the whole argument from formal unfairness. The 

first is that equality of opportunity may not be the only relevant value at stake here. 

Perhaps it is better for people to have moral integrity even though it does diminish 

their ability to acquire certain goods. The other problem is that we don’t always know 

what exactly enables us to have a good life, and that is in fact the fundamental 

problem of the whole enhancement project (Hauskeller 2014). If it would not 

necessarily and obviously be better for me to be as intelligent as those who are more 

intelligent than I, then there is no reason to think that the situation is unfair. In order 

for the fact that you have something that I have not to be considered unfair, what you 

have must (as a necessary condition) be in some sense better than what I have. It must 

be considered beneficial or in some other way worth having, but whether or not it is 
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worth having depends on many contingencies as well as on our own individual idea of 

a good life.  

 

 

Is Life a Race? 

 

It is of course not entirely impossible to identify abilities that appear generally 

beneficial, but this is easiest and least controversial in the case of abilities whose lack 

seriously limits our options in life. If I am positively stupid or hideous to look at or 

constantly depressed, I may have a problem, but this has got nothing or little to do 

with the fact that you are more intelligent or better looking or generally more upbeat 

than I. The problem is not comparative in nature. If I am merely less intelligent or less 

handsome than you, I may not be able to reach the same professional heights as you 

or to find a partner who is physically as attractive as yours, but if my intelligence and 

my looks don’t fall too much under the average, then there is no reason to assume that 

I cannot also have a rich, fulfilling and professionally successful life, and that is all I 

need and all I can reasonably want from life. It is not relevant how much smarter you 

are (in comparison to me), but merely how smart I am and whether I am smart enough 

to fit in and to be able to live a good life. The same holds for all other natural assets. It 

is good to have some of them or all of them to some reasonable degree, but I don’t 

have to be the best in everything to live a good life. Although with my limited 

abilities there are a lot of things in life that I cannot do, or cannot achieve, it would 

still be impossible to do most of those things even if I possessed all possible abilities 

to the highest possible degree. True, with my natural assets I could never hope to be a 

David Beckham or a Tiger Woods or many others who excel in a particular area, but I 

could never be all of them anyway, especially not if everyone else would also be a 

natural born Beckham or Woods. As long as there is something I can do, something I 

am good at, and nothing that prevents me from fully participating in the world and 

society in which I live, I should be just fine. Why should we all want to be good in 

everything anyway? That is why Buchanan and colleagues very wisely concluded that 

“at least for the foreseeable future (if not forever), the appropriate objective (…) may 

be something more like the attainment of a ‘genetic decent minimum’ (…) than the 

elimination of all inequalities in natural assets” (Buchanan et al 2000, 82). 
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The idea that we should all have exactly the same starting conditions and as a 

consequence exactly the same opportunities in life strikes me as wrong-headed from 

the outset. It frames life as a competition, and then seeks to eliminate all differences 

that might give anyone any advantage over anyone else, which makes any meaningful 

competition impossible.
5
 We do of course compete with other humans, and we do 

compete more with them than we compete with other non-human species. That may 

be the reason we tend to ignore other animals and their abilities when we consider 

what is fair and what is not. But there is nothing really to be gained by levelling the 

genetic playing field for all humans so that nobody starts the competition with a 

disadvantage. Why exactly is that so important? Do we want everybody to have 

exactly the same amount of resources and goods in life? Why? Equality, even equality 

of opportunity, does not have any obvious intrinsic value. If we made the smarter ones 

dumber, the happier ones less happy and the prettier ones less pretty, then we would 

do as much for equality of opportunity than if we did the opposite. But nobody 

suggests that, and with good reason. Life is not a race, and ethicists should not have to 

suppose that it is. We don’t necessarily compete with each other. And even if we did, 

it couldn’t work if we were all the same. If the resources are limited, then we can only 

achieve equality by holding people back. If we don’t want to do that, if we do accept 

inequality at some stage, then we will, by guaranteeing the equality of the starting 

conditions, just postpone the time that inequality will materialise.  

 

Now, it is commonly assumed that while it would be unfair not to grant everyone the 

same starting conditions, it is not unfair that people achieve different things in life 

through their personal virtues: their determination and dedication, the effort and work 

they put in to accomplish something, etc. But of course all this also requires certain 

abilities that are as much based in our genetic code as our intelligence, our longevity, 

or our propensity to develop cancer. If it is unfair that I am less intelligent than you, 

then it is also unfair that I am lazier than you, less committed, less dependable, less 

trustworthy, and so on. So we would have to equalize these abilities too in order to 

really level the playing field, and once we have done that, the only differences that 

would remain, if any, would be down to brute luck. So ironically, by levelling the 

playing field completely, in order to annihilate morally arbitrary distinctions, we 

                                                 
5
 It would also, as Allen Buchanan (1995, 113) has pointed out, expand the domain of moral 

responsibility to tyrannical dimensions. 
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would create a situation in which all differences would become morally arbitrary. 

That is because if there still are differences in people’s situation, they could no longer 

result from differences in intelligence, talent or virtue, since all those differences have 

already been eradicated. Our whole life path would then be a lottery: entirely fair and 

at the same time entirely arbitrary. 
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