MEMBERS DAY, 2009

Handout on Matt Cavanagh (2002): Against Equality of Opportunity
Please help yourself to this handout, and if you can, find some time in the coffee or lunch breaks to read it before I give my talk.

Matt Cavanagh was an under-graduate here in Oxford, reading PPE.  Then as a graduate, also here, he took a D.Phil in philosophy: his topic was ‘reverse discrimination’. His first job, between 1996 and 2000, was as lecturer in philosophy at St Catherine’s: his second, between 2000 and 2003, as management consultant with the Boston Consulting Group. It was during this period, in 2002, that his book Against Equality of Opportunity was published, by OUP. In March of that year he was interviewed about it in The Guardian. He concluded the interview with the words ‘I don’t believe in equal opportunities: I don’t believe in equal anything’. 

In 2003, he took up the post of Special Advisor on Asylum and Immigration to the then

Home Secretary, David Blunkett: an ‘elevation’ which, given his extreme views, was sufficiently alarming to prompt the Liberal Democrat peer Lord Lester to table a parliamentary question about the appointment. Interviewed on the Today programme, Lester said he wanted to know ‘if Mr Blunkett agrees with his aide’s views’. Since then, if he has not actually disappeared, Cavanagh has certainly been less in evidence. He has written three pieces for Prospect: one on the nature of authority (September 2004); one on competitive sport for children (November 2004); and one on the problems of the British left (May 2005). 

His book is divided into three parts. The first concerns meritocracy, viewed as the idea that the best person for the job should always get the job: a position he rejects because ‘employers’ property rights over jobs - - - are just an example of their more general right to spend their money as they see fit.’ The second concerns equality, viewed as either ‘everyone should start in the same position’, or as ‘everyone should enjoy the same chance of success’, or some combination of the two: which collection of positions he also rejects, because he does not think that there is any property which all human beings have, and equally, on which such thinking can be based. The third concerns discrimination, viewed as ‘treating people with unwarranted contempt’: a position he does not support, but only when you are quite, sure that it actually is contempt which is present, which in some cases of discrimination he thinks is not the case. His own summary of his position is this: ‘meritocracy might be rational, but cannot legitimately be imposed on people; equality just isn’t something we should be pursuing in this area; and non-discrimination, though definitely something we should be pursuing, should be interpreted more narrowly than generally it is’. It follows, he suggests, that ‘among the loose confederation of ideas that travel under the heading of equality of opportunity’, only two are ‘worth defending’. 

The first is non-discrimination: where discrimination is thought of as ‘treating with unwarranted contempt’, he’s against it. What he thinks of the ‘warranted’ variety is not recorded. The second is autonomy: where that is thought of as ‘everyone should have some control over their lives’, or ‘no one be left in a position where there is nothing they can do to change their life for the better’, he’s for it. Though how much is ‘some’ is not made clear, and the philosophical basis of ‘autonomy’ is never questioned. He is, in short, an ardent defender of ‘the minimal state’: ‘intervention’ should be as little as possible - - - and then a bit less.    
In my opinion, should one want a philosophical approach to this ‘minimal’ view, one would do much better to go to original sources: to Hayek, Friedman or Nozick maybe. For Cavanagh’s effort adds little or nothing to their presentations. And contains as well two specific and considerable omissions.  

The first omission concerns four things which, at the outset, his argument rules out of

consideration. Firstly, he is only going to talk about jobs. In his own words: ‘what do we mean when we talk about equality of opportunity?’; ‘clearly we mean something to do with the way jobs should be allocated.’ Secondly, he is going to accept that jobs will always be scarce. Thirdly, he is going to accept that some jobs will always be better than others. But worst, fourthly, he is going to assume, just assume rather than argue for, a market economy: saying that ‘the equal opportunity debate better had make this assumption if it wants to keep people interested’. That was precisely the point at which anyway my interest started rapidly to fade. If you take your task to be a demonstration that all vegetables are green, and then rule out of consideration all non-green varieties, I suppose it makes the task easier. But I’m not sure it makes it more interesting.   

The second omission is if anything more important than the first. As our leaflet for this weekend points out, political philosophy is concerned with ‘the fundamental questions of human association’. So that when Cavanagh spells it out that what he is really interested in is ‘the question of where the state fits into the picture’, we might be forgiven for thinking we were in for something good. That surely is indeed ‘a fundamental question of human association’. But no sooner has he identified it as his ‘real interest’ than he proceeds to preclude any serious discussion of that question as well. 

He manages this by picking up on an aspect of  the ‘ownership/control’ debate. He outlines two ‘rights’. There are the property rights of those who own (owners and shareholders) to dispose of their property, including their jobs, in whatever way they see fit: hence no compulsory meritocracy. This, apparently, is freedom. And there are the association rights [my language] of those who control (managers) to choose with whom they want to work. This, apparently, is another sort of freedom. No freedoms of any kind would seem to attach to those who neither own nor control: that is, to most of us. Except perhaps the freedom to sell our labour-power to whomsoever will buy it: or starve. Having done that, the death blow to any serious discussion of ‘where the state fits into the picture’ is delivered this way. He tells us that ‘the important thing from the state’s point of view is simply that any argument for intervention will have to be strong enough to defeat both kinds of right.’ Thus to the extent that such rights hold, and he will argue that for the most part they do, the state has no right to ‘intervene’. 
Ann Long
