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Does the Pursuit of “Substantial Equality of Opportunity”
Really Entail “Equality of Results” ?

Daisuke Tsutsumi

Abstract

When we think of distributing finite resources “equally”, disputes occur between
“equality of opportunity” and “equality of results”. But opportunity for what? And
results of what ? This paper assumes, in order to make the dispute consistent and fruitful,
that the answer is one and the same : a contest (of some sort) as a procedure to decide the
distribution. And here the pursuit of “substantial equality of opportunity” is often sup-
posed (or sometimes accused) to entail “equality of results”, because it, (unlike the laissez-
faire principle of “formal equality of opportunity” or “equality of opportunity in name
only”), intervenes, aiming to make the contest fair, into the initial conditions of certain
contestants in order to compensate them for their predicaments which prevent them from
participating in the contest on even terms with others.

But this paper argues, drawing actual examples from entrance examination and sports,
that whether or not the pursuit leads to “equality of results” depends on the very purpose
of the contest in question.

If, on one hand, the purpose of the contest is to discern the difference in the results
which indicates the dispersion of essential ability among contestants and determine who is
superior to whom, then manipulative intervention to make the results equal is absurd and
irrelevant, since it only clouds the facts. Like the variable whose effect is being tested in
a control experiment in science, the ability which is being measured in the contest must be
exempt from intervention, however elaborately controlled and equalized the residual
conditions of contestants may be. Thus the pursuit of “substantial equality of opportu-
nity” purifies and sharpens the contest, and therefore is incompatible with promoting
“equality of results”.

If, on the other hand, the actual purpose of the intervention is different from above and




of “equality of results”.

rather, for example, to make the activity of the contest lively and prosperous, or to
motivate and upgrade the contestants through enhancing rivalry, then manipulation to
promote a close contest would be an effective method. And if, in such manipulation, no
specific factor in the initial conditions of the contestants is in principle exempt from

intervention, then the contest will be actually dissolved, and there will be a kind of pursuit
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