
Unveiling the Mysteries of Equality and
Partiality: Thomas Nagel's Thought-Provoking
Ideas!
Equality and partiality are integral aspects of human societies and moral
frameworks that have been debated throughout history. Well-known philosopher
Thomas Nagel contributes to this discourse with his profound insights that
challenge conventional wisdom. In this article, we embark on a journey to explore
Nagel's perspective on these complex concepts, unraveling his thought-provoking
ideas.

The Foundations: Equality and Its Variations

Before diving into Nagel's viewpoint, it is crucial to familiarize ourselves with the
basic underpinnings of equality. Equality can be defined as the principle of
fairness, justice, and equal treatment for all individuals, regardless of their
inherent attributes or circumstances. It serves as a fundamental pillar of many
legal systems, societal norms, and moral philosophies.

However, Nagel challenges the notion of strict egalitarianism, suggesting that
genuine equality surpasses mere equal distribution of resources. His argument
revolves around the concept of subjective well-being, maintaining that individuals
have diverse needs and desires that cannot be neatly accommodated by a single
standard of equality. While some may require more resources to reach
satisfaction, others may need fewer.
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Nagel's critique of strict egalitarianism unveils the intricate link between personal
autonomy and equality. He contends that treating everyone exactly the same may
hinder individuals' pursuit of their own goals, potentially curbing their freedom and
autonomy. Thus, a balance must be struck between the ideal of equality and
respect for individual differences, leading to Nagel's proposition of a nuanced
framework of partiality.

The Controversial Notion of Partiality

Partiality can be seen as the acceptance of differentiated treatment based on
individual characteristics, achievements, or specific circumstances. It stands in
contrast to the ideal of strict egalitarianism, as it acknowledges the importance of
recognizing and responding to individual differences and needs.

In Nagel's framework, partiality operates within the bounds of equality by focusing
on fair treatment while acknowledging the inherent variations among individuals.
According to him, this approach allows for a greater fulfillment of subjective well-
being, personal autonomy, and overall social welfare.
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However, critics argue that partiality may lead to the perpetuation of injustice and
discrimination. They raise concerns that subjective judgments and biases may
cloud fair treatment, resulting in unequal opportunities and outcomes for
marginalized groups. It is essential to carefully analyze and address these
reservations when considering Nagel's perspective.

Real-World Applications and Implications

Examining the implications of Nagel's ideas in real-world scenarios can shed light
on their practicality and relevance. Take the example of educational opportunities
at institutions of higher learning. Strict egalitarianism suggests that all students
should have equal access to resources and opportunities. However, Nagel's
perspective argues for a more nuanced approach.

According to Nagel, recognizing the different needs and ambitions of students
could result in tailoring educational programs and resources to meet those
diverse objectives. This approach encourages academic specialization,
personalized mentorship, and additional support systems. It acknowledges the
unique talents and aspirations of individuals while ensuring fairness in access
and opportunities.

Furthermore, Nagel's ideas are not limited to education but can also be applied to
wealth distribution, healthcare, and criminal justice systems. By embracing a
framework that encompasses partiality, societies might move towards a system
that fosters individual growth, satisfaction, and overall social development,
without discarding the principles of equality.

Continuing the Dialogue

Thomas Nagel's exploration of equality and partiality challenges traditional
notions and invites us to engage in critical discussions about social justice. By



recognizing the importance of individual differences and the limits of strict
egalitarianism, his ideas offer fresh perspectives on how to create a fair society
that respects personal autonomy and subjective well-being.

However, as with any philosophical theory, Nagel's ideas are not definitive
solutions but rather tools to stimulate intellectual discourse and reflection. They
urge us to question our preconceived notions, consider alternative viewpoints,
and work towards a more inclusive and equitable society.

In summary, Thomas Nagel's insights into the realms of equality and partiality
provide a departure from conventional wisdom, encouraging us to reevaluate our
understanding of fairness and justice. By embracing a balanced approach that
recognizes individual differences while still upholding the principles of equality, we
may pave the way towards a more harmonious and progressive society.
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Derived from Thomas Nagel's Locke Lectures, Equality and Partiality proposes a
nonutopian account of political legitimacy, based on the need to accommodate
both personal and impersonal motives in any credible moral theory, and therefore
in any political theory with a moral foundation. Within each individual, Nagel
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believes, there is a division between two standpoints, the personal and the
impersonal. Without the impersonal standpoint, there would be no morality, only
the clash, compromise, and occasional convergence of individual perspectives. It
is because a human being does not occupy only his own point of view that each
of us is susceptible to the claims of others through private and public morality.
Political systems, to be legitimate, must achieve an integration of these two
standpoints within the individual. These ideas are applied to specific problems
such as social and economic inequality, toleration, international justice, and the
public support of culture. Nagel points to the problem of balancing equality and
partiality as the most important issue with which political theorists are now faced.
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