
PHI 497: Complex Egalitarianism 

Instructor/Supervising Faculty: Christopher Griffin, Chair, Department of Philosophy 

Office: Babbitt Academic Annex, Room 106 

Meetings: Weekly, my office, Thursdays, 2:15pm-3:30pm 

Enrollment: By Instructor Invitation Only 

 

Description:  In this independent study/seminar, students will work through the theoretical framework 

for and various illustrations of Michael Walzer’s Complex Egalitarian theory of distributive justice, as 

expressed primarily in his 1983 work, Spheres of Justice.  Walzer’s complex egalitarian theory seems to 

be one possible foundation for a more popular work invited students have encountered in PHI 345W: 

Moral Foundations of Property & Markets, viz., Michael Sandel’s work, What Money Can’t Buy: The 

Moral Limits of Markets.  Interestingly, there appears to be no mention of Walzer or his theory in 

Sandel’s writing, despite the similarity and despite the fact that Walzer and Sandel both graduated from 

Brandeis University and each has close ties to Harvard (Walzer taught in the Government Department 

until 1980) while Sandel began at Harvard in 1980.  Both Walzer and Sandel have been described as 

communitarian political theorists (as opposed to liberal political theorists).   

 

Walzer thinks that many of the traditional positions on social justice – what it is that makes a society a 

just one—are too simple.  They tend to take one moral value, one distributive paradigm, and argue that 

all of the major goods in the society ought to be distributed in accordance with that value.  He rejects 

these simple distributive theories as being overly simple, or too simple.  Instead, he offers a complex 

distributive principle for social justice, according to which each particular type of good in a society ought 

to be distributed in accordance with a distributive principle that is specific to that type of good.  Hence 

the complexity.  But in what way is this egalitarian?  Walzer’s book, Spheres of Justice, stands in stark 

contrast with the other two best-known works on social justice in the 20th Century: John Rawls’ A Theory 

of Justice, and Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State, and Utopia, each of which figured to some extent in the 

moral theoretical section of PHI 345W.  Those works are lengthy theoretical structures.  By contrast, 

Walzer’s work consists in an initial chapter of theory and then a collection of subsequent chapters 

discussing particular goods and how we should understand a just distribution of these particular goods 

according to various and distinct principles.  Hence, after a chapter of theory, the remainder of the work 

is largely illustrative.  We can think of Sandel’s book on what money can’t buy as a kind of extended 

treatment of what Walzer himself discusses in a single chapter.   

 

Our work this semester is to explore both works, comparing and contrasting the claims made by each, 

and then to ask some important philosophical questions about the integrity of the foundations and the 

adequacy of the illustrations and arguments.  

 

Student Learning Outcomes:  Successfully completing this course should result in students  

(1) being able to identify and explain in oral communication and in writing the core theoretical 

components of complex egalitarianism; 

(2) being able to critically examine in discussion and in writing the particular examples intended 

to illustrate complex egalitarian theory; 

(3) being able to effectively compare and contrast the theoretical claims of Michael Walzer and 

the discussion from Sandel. 



(4) being able to critically evaluate in writing complex egalitarianism. 

 

Course Expectations: Students will  

(1) complete weekly reading assignments;  

(2) write brief reading response papers (2-3 pages) each week that will serve as a basis for 

weekly discussion;   

(3) meet for 75 minutes each week (Thursdays, 2:00pm-3:30pm), contributing actively to 

discussion; 

(4) produce a final essay on complex egalitarianism (12). 

 

Required Readings: Selections from the following texts: 

 

Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice, (1983), Oxford, U.K. Blackwell Press.   

Michael Sandel, What Money Can’t Buy (2012), New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

There will be additional reading assignments, including chapters from Pluralism, Justice, and 

Equality, ed. David Miller and Michael Walzer, Oxford University Press.  

 

Assessment: The student’s course grade will be determined by assessment of the regularity and quality 

of reading response papers, participation in seminar discussion, and the quality on the final paper.  


