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These days, the politicians argue that we should all be able to rise as far as our talent and hard work will take us.
But why exactly that far? Why assume that our talents should determine our destiny, and that we deserve the rewards
that flow from them?

There are two reasons to question this assumption. First, my having this or that talent is not my doing but a matter
of good luck, and I do not deserve the benefits (or burdens) that derive from luck. People who value merit acknowledge
that I do not deserve the benefits that arise from being born into a wealthy family. So why should other forms of luck—
such as having a particular talent—be any different? If I won a million dollars in the state lottery®, I would be delighted
at my good fortune. But it would be foolish to claim I had earned the unexpected gain, or that my winning had
anything to do with my merit. Similarly, if I bought a lottery ticket and failed to win, I might be disappointed, but I
could not complain that [ had been denied something I deserved.

Second, that I live in a society that prizes the talents I happen to have is also not something for which I can claim
credit. This too is a matter of good fortune. An NBA™ superstar makes tens of millions of dollars playing basketball, a
hugely popular game. Beyond being blessed with exceptional athletic gifts, he is lucky to live in a society that values
and rewards them. It is not his doing that he lives today, when people love the game at which he excels, rather than in
Renaissance Florence, when fresco painters, not basketball players, were in high demand. The same can be said of
those who excel in pursuits our society values less highly. The world champion arm wrestler may be as good at arm
wrestling as the superstar is at basketball. It is not his fault that, except for a few supporters, no one is willing to pay
to watch him pin an opponent's arm to the table.

Much of the appeal of the faith in merit consists in the idea that our success is our own doing, at least under the
right conditions. Insofar as the economy is a field of fair competition, free from privilege™ or prejudice™", we are
responsible for our fate. We succeed or fail based on our merits. We get what we deserve. This is a liberating picture,
for it suggests we can be self-made human agents, the authors of our fate, the masters of our destiny. It is also
morally satisfying, because it suggests the economy can answer to the ancient notion of justice as giving people their
due. But the recognition that our talents are not our own doing complicates this picture of self-making. It puts in doubt
the faith that overcoming prejudice and privilege is sufficient to bring about a just society. If our talents are gifts for
which we are indebted—whether to the genetic lottery or to God—then it is a mistake to assume we deserve the benefits

that flow from them.
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