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Desert and Entitlement

Wang Li,Zhuo Jing

Abstract: Among contemporary theories of distributive justice, the only conception of justice that can
challenge egalitarianism is desert. Egalitarianists defy desert by two approaches: one by Rawlsian egalitarian
perspective where desert is replaced by entitlement and thus its role in institutions is refused; the other one by
the Nozickian rights-based egalitarianism where desert is also replaced by entitlement, and its role in “pre—
institution” is refused, too. Theoretically, entitlement cannot take the place of desert. The foundation of
entitlement lies in institutions and rules, while desert has its basis in behaviors of the agents. When desert is
embodied by institutions, entitlement and desert are united, making desert implicit; when desert is in
discordance with entitlement, desert is bearing a powerful force of critique. In the context of distributive
justice, desert qualifies as an independent concept.
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