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“How can we abolish property? Or at least transform it, such that in its social and 

permanent effects, it’s as if we had abolished it?” That was François Guizot’s radical response 

to the “social question” in 1849. The idea that property itself might disappear obviously 

frightened him very much, but he was ready to concede—as long as property itself wasn’t 

called into question—that the “social and permanent effects” of its very unequal distribution 

could be a problem. In a way, we’re still there: we still need to examine, from a social justice 

perspective, the consequences wrought by concentrating wealth, higher education and the 

means of production, which ensures a privileged social position to some while depriving 

others of society’s benefits, sometimes relegating them to extreme forms of social 

vulnerability. 

In such a context, equal opportunity can be but a shadow of itself. Carried along by 

powerful social and cultural dynamics, it has come to be thought of as the ultimate form of 

social justice. And yet, given its radically individualistic perspective, it also enables and 

occults deep, long-lasting social inequalities. Behind its banner, it thus reconstitutes castes, 

creating new privileges and new language that stigmatizes those who have only to seize their 

“opportunity.” As a doctrine, because equal opportunity is tied to postulates of social justice 

conceived in terms of a radicalized individualism, it does more today for social de-cohesion 

than for integration. This kind of equal opportunity will never bring about the well-ordered 

society we all seem to want. 

Tocqueville noted in his Souvenirs that, “in the area of social constitution, the field of 

possibilities is much more vast than those who live in each society imagine it to be.” Today it 

seems we obstinately want to avoid public discussion of the “social constitution,” but the 

fundamental problem definitely lies at this level. Though such an approach may draw 

criticism, we must reaffirm the rights of social imagination and encourage rediscovery of the 

vast scope of the “field of possibilities.” 

Thinking with equal opportunity against equal opportunity is the challenge we must 

meet, the task we must accomplish without delay. 



From this perspective, we can explore and extend the ethical and political potentialities 

of the “realist utopia” John Rawls defended throughout his life and with which he sought, in 

the area of equality, to test “the limits of practicable political possibilities.” Would we be 

getting ahead of ourselves? I don’t think so. As Rousseau wrote in the Social Contract: “In 

moral things, possibilities are less limited than we think: it is our weaknesses, vices, and 

prejudices that limit them.” If we keep this warning in mind, we should be able to understand 

that an inclusive form of equal opportunity can constitute a realist political objective. 

This would first require a new description of the individual and the relationships 

maintained with others in the society as a whole, which in turn requires shedding light on 

equal opportunity’s inconsistencies and pretenses and defending a more marked principle of 

social distribution of the means of production, in a broad sense. Through taxation, reforming 

inheritance rights, education, professional training, increased social intermixing, and 

eliminating or neutralizing the effects of social vulnerability, the goal is indeed to give 

everyone real opportunities. But this will not accomplish anything fundamental unless, at the 

same time, equal opportunity is situated in a social context of weaker hierarchy and a smaller 

gap between opposite ends of the social spectrum. As long as, under cover of equal 

opportunity, we allow a happy few to reap almost all the benefits while others are sent off in 

tight ranks to nurse their bitterness and disillusion, social de-cohesion will gallop along. Equal 

opportunity is tolerable only if, at the other end of the social spectrum, there is no risk of 

poverty or exclusion. 

The inclusive conception of equal opportunity I defend seeks to attain such an objective. 

It requires changing how we look at the individual, at society, and at the way in which wealth 

is produced. It’s not much, but it seems inaccessible when we realize how deeply rooted the 

intellectual habits we need to break are. 

The individualistic, “capacity” conception of equal opportunity is so strong it seems to 

have swept up almost every political persuasion, which have become indistinguishable except 

for the radicalism and efficiency with which they attack inherited privilege once it has been 

solidly, irreversibly constituted. This difference is not unimportant: it constitutes a point of 

political division that is useful in democratic debate. But the question is still, “can we stay 

here?” I don’t think so, and I’m even tempted to believe that elements important to a political 

reorganization may be found here. 

In contrast to the welfare state, stuck in its postures and inadequacies, egalitarianism of 

opportunity seeks to socially, economically, culturally—and consequently, politically—



empower individuals in a democratic society. The absolutely crucial counterpoint to the logic 

of empowerment is, however, the egalitarian social definition of individual capacities, 

expertise and merit. Only with this definition can we reclaim a legitimate, sustainable use of 

the equal opportunity ideal. In this way, we might hope to move closer to a well-ordered 

society, which, to me, gives priority to realizing the project of Modernity, because I believe 

that freedom itself acquires its full meaning only when it is equally shared. From this 

perspective, equality of opportunity can be but one element of a larger mechanism, a precept 

apt to bring an inflection to the social system, not a dogma aiming to wholly determine it. As 

such, it contributes to determining the conditions necessary to institute and collectively 

guarantee the institutional circumstances from which we expect only one thing: that they offer 

everyone the ability to dispose of the means to lead a decent life in accordance with their 

legitimate aspirations. 


