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Moralizing capitalism is not only a normative pursuit of researchers or activists but has also long been a phenomenon observable in the policies of national and international governments, whose public commitments generally require them to fight poverty and injustice -which can give rise at least to attempts at moralization. However, it is far harder in practice to moralize than to preach the morality of capitalism. The idea of the moralization of capitalism itself presupposes moral criticism, since little can be said about moralizing without reference to what is morally open to criticism in capitalism. It is therefore primarily this moral aspect of the criticism of capitalism that will be explored here.
My proposed discussion adopts a moral sociology approach which continues the Durkheimian project on "determination of moral facts" and the Weberian project on elucidation of "value rationality" (Wertrationalität) but also borrows a number of analytical tools from moral philosophy. Morality of action or thought raises complex criteriological problems that cannot be clarified independently of existing moral doctrines, however much they may diverge, particularly when the morality of certain consequences is being assessed. Moral sociology nevertheless takes seriously the Kantian observation that the morality of philosophers is nothing more than the reformulation of ordinary knowledge (Kant 1788). To define this ordinary knowledge, it attempts to determine constraints on the use of moral concepts in terms of virtues, norms and values and also, following the trend in contemporary ethical debate, in terms of concern for the undue suffering or the justice of others in conflict resolution and negotiation (Pharo 2004a). It also seeks to relate these moral constraints to what are largely blind and natural social mechanisms and, for the present purposes, to the mechanisms of competition and social selection in particular. It is this dual goal of conceptual analysis and sociological realism that will guide this paper's exploration of the conditions, limits, and requirements of an ethic of competition.
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Since the nineteenth century, social criticism of capitalism has been chiefly moral in character because the best reason for rejecting man's exploitation of man, to which capitalism is traditionally linked, was clearly a moral reason - the immanent ends of history being merely a kind of additional guarantee afforded by the [446] historical movement towards social emancipation. The moral dimension of social criticism has simply become more evident over the last decade because the new anti-capitalist movement that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall and economic and trade liberalization was itself set in a moral context, that of human rights and democracy -unlike earlier Marxist-Leninist criticism, which was not especially concerned with either.
However, moral criticism of capitalism clearly cannot be developed simply by adding new grievances - such as social exclusion, trade globalization, IMF adjustment plans, devastating financial crises, or environmental threats - to the old ones of worker exploitation, unemployment and inequality of opportunity. It is necessary first and foremost to clarify the meaning and scope of such criticism, since only actions or rules of action can be morally criticized whereas the concept of capitalism denotes an economic system that includes not only rules and actions but also virtually all aspects of human beings' material life. Even if capitalism is regarded as an "action system" (Parsons 1951), the extent to which such a system is capable of conforming to moral recommendations must still be considered. Also, moralizing capitalism has been viewed as a wholly impossible task by generations of revolutionary activists, who believed that the "system" was so brutal, inhuman, and intrinsically immoral because of its inherent inequalities that the only solution was to replace it with another, radically different system represented by socialism, which alone could free the economic fate of society from private interest and make it the subject of collective decision-making serving the public interest.
The standard response from non-Marxist economists and liberal thinkers to this radical criticism is well known: it is simply that capitalism already serves the interests of the majority since it fosters technical progress and liberates the forces of production owing to the virtues of competition, which requires everyone to do their best. Also, there is a close link between liberal justifications of capitalism and utilitarian morality since the latter takes into account the sum of happiness and accepts certain ills if they contribute to a greater sum of happiness. Thus, justification here entails regarding as moral a system with favourable consequences that outweigh its unfavourable consequences. However, radical social criticism of capitalism, while also concerned with the system's consequences, would seem, despite the Marxist filter, to have a more ethical tone since it does not seek to weigh the unfavourable consequences of the system against its favourable consequences. On the contrary, in focusing on the system's manifest ills, for example the brutality of the development of capitalism in England, as described in Das Kapital, or the harshness of some of the IMF's adjustment plans, it rejects outright the system which produces them. Between these two positions, the fall of the Berlin Wall nevertheless seemed to make a case for capitalism over socialism viewed as a radical alternative. It would appear that it was the people who decided that there is ultimately less happiness under a socialist regime than under a capitalist regime. It would thus have been logical to conclude from this that socialism could no longer be an alternative to capitalism but at best one form of its development. However, this idea still seems unclear to some socialist or alternative globalization activists - the latter's very self-designation referring to a global alternative, another world, albeit not as glorious as the longed-for socialism of the past but in any case very different from what exists at present.
The idea of moralizing capitalism seems to imply rather that there is no global alternative to capitalism but only possible choices within a single framework, which is that of free enterprise and the market economy. From that reformist perspective, the moralization of capitalism is clearly not something new, and one of the best illustrations of this is without doubt the welfare state or social democracy, as it is known in the Nordic countries and in other European or even American polities. Moralizing is a practical problem entailing certain political choices that have already been made in the past, for example with a view to achieving a better redistribution of income, assisting the weakest, rectifying original inequalities, anticipating the social consequences of certain public or private economic choices, and so on. It is also a legal problem involved in all legislative efforts to regulate financial markets, develop international trade, prevent unfair competition and counter monopoly situations. Nevertheless, there is still much doubt about the [447] impact of those efforts, which cloud the issue of the moral status of the capitalist economy and maintain the illusion of an alternative world free from the scourge of capitalism.
There are, however, good reasons for believing that, in the current state of subjective utilities and technical means of production, no political alternative to capitalism could be democratic because the entire economic system is based on aims that are too diverse and production channels that are too complex to be controllable and usable by individuals without recourse to the coordination provided by market mechanisms. This situation may be seen as regrettable in the name of a community ideal that is often, perhaps mistakenly, linked to morality, but it exists and requires us to adjust our thinking to it - and not the reverse. If measures such as state ownership of the means of production in addition to state distribution of goods and state control of economic choices were all applied together, they would, as noted by Baechler (1995), produce a kind of public slavery by inevitably imposing the dictatorship of a minority on preferences and the use of skills, as was the case in the Soviet bloc countries -whereas this may not be the case in primitive communism or wartime communism, in which a common and supposedly single-purpose commitment gives every member a direct criterion of control of the course of decision-making.
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But if the idea that there is no ready access to "another" world that is both non-capitalist and democratic is clearly accepted, it is unlikely that the original moral criticism, made at a time when collective appropriation of the means of production was considered desirable, will suffice. The debate can no longer be between capitalism and socialism; it is concerned rather with the possibility of reducing the immoral characteristics of capitalism, which thus raises the following question: what is immoral about capitalism that could be corrected by a more moral capitalism ?
On the basis of the foregoing considerations, private appropriation of the means of production, coordination of trade and the existence of legal and financial institutions conducive to free enterprise cannot presumably be corrected because they are generally regarded as being coextensive with capitalism (Jessua 2001). But are these constituent features of capitalism necessarily moral ? As stated above, the reply to this question by revolutionary socialists and Marxists has always been negative, whereas the reply by a number of liberal thinkers is generally and just as unhesitatingly affirmative. Also, from the nineteenth century, the tendency of theorists such as Herbert Spencer and others has been to find a moral sense inherent in the "struggles for life", which were linked to economic liberalism, because they were assumed to be necessary for the evolution of the human species, while providing it with a model of a free and responsible social life.
This trend is still much in evidence today, be it in the still enduring neo-Darwinist and socio-biology movements or among writers who, like Hayek, reject the genetic evolutionary model but replace it with a cultural evolution model that ascribes an essential moral virtue to individuals' spontaneous competition. According to this conception, competition will foster in every human community the spontaneous and totally non-deliberate emergence of rules of just conduct allowing the development of a beneficial order of activities (Hayek 1976). On this argument, competition can thus be essentially good and rational because it requires people to act rationally in order to live and it allows the attainment, with broad agreement, of a social order favourable to the majority that no individual decision could achieve. By thus setting the nomos of the market against the taxis of political decision-making, Hayek establishes an equivalence of principle between morality and social self-organization in that the latter gives rise to a certain consensus and ensures the equilibrium and continuity of the group. Hence, for example, his statement about the moral wrong in reviving an aged Eskimo left to die by his group, a remark which may appear strange but which is readily explained in the context of a strictly functional and relativistic conception of morality.
However, the problem is that the concept of morality as it emerges from philosophical tradition sits uneasily with this functional and [448] relativist conception: most moral wisdoms and conceptions include a notion of moral autonomy which it would be difficult to reduce to mere redundancy of contingent adaptive functions, whether natural or cultural. Nor does it fare much better with the radical criticism of revolutionary socialists, since it is far from clear that the sole fact of competing for a good, and emerging the winner is a moral scandal or wrong. We are aware, through Max Weber and his study of Protestant economic doctrines (Weber 1905), of the extraordinary ability of Christian morality to adapt without tarnish to the requirements of the market and competition. Pinpointing what may be immoral in capitalism and overcoming the unproductive and essentially arbitrary opposition between those who contend that capitalist competition is necessarily immoral and those who say precisely the opposite may call for an anthropological analysis in order to gain a better understanding of the place of competition in human ways of life.
There is nothing new in stating that one major, if not the major, moral problem posed by capitalism is unequal access to goods. In other words, the moral problem of capitalism is primarily one of distributive justice, the idea of which represents precisely the moral principle by which attempts have been made since Aristotle to resolve disputes over competition for goods. The theme of social justice, which is at the heart of the socialist movement, involves an analytical reference to the problem of equality, which, together with the law, forms one of the key components of the concept of justice. However, despite willingness to accept a modicum of sociological realism, it should also be pointed out that the problem of distributive justice and unequal access to the goods of life is primarily not a problem of modes of production, but of a far more elementary situation, namely the competitive structure of every animal and human life form. The life of human beings has, so to speak, by nature a competitive dimension which fosters individual inequalities for the simple reason that all goods are not equally accessible to all people at every moment of their existence, given their age, gender and geographical and social proximity to those goods. In addition to their economic inheritance, human beings receive from the simple order of material life a gender-differentiated and ephemeral body with aptitudes and potential weaknesses that are not all expressed in the same way in all circumstances and, in particular, at all ages of life. Contrary to the currently much-disputed idea of a radical split between nature and culture, the highly sophisticated forms assumed by culture and human desire should not be a reason to exclude from them aspects that are rooted in natural mechanisms (Pharo 2004b).
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The inherent dependence of living beings on their adaptive environments served as the backdrop to the Darwinian theory of natural evolution through the selection of characteristics and organisms that have passed the competition test in given ecological conditions. However, there is no need to be a Darwinian to recognise the role of competition in human life because the competitive and selectionist scheme is far more general than the use made of it by Darwinism. The parallel that can be established between the social selection of persons or products by a market and the biological selection of the best adapted organisms and characteristics by the environment is primarily conceptual because, on an empirical level, the differences between these two types of selection are manifold, particularly in terms of hereditary and evolutionary consequences.
It may nevertheless be advantageous to use the "selectionist" scheme, as some sociologists (Bourdieu 1979) have done, to explore the morality of the most general mechanisms of social competition in the field of economics and also in the other aspects of human life within society.

Competition and social selection involve :

-	consumers, who do not all have the same access to survival goods and subjective utilities; and
-	producers, who do not all have the same access to the marketing of their talents and their output.

But they also involve :

-	suitors, who do not all have the same access to amorous and sexual goods ;

[449]
-	allies, who do not all have the same access to the support goods of the peer group to which they belong, such as the family or corporation:
-	applicants, who do not all have the same access to education and academic qualifications:
-	leaders, who do not all have the same access to power:
-	opponents in sport, politics or war, who do not all have the same chances of victory:
-	and even the healthy, who do not all have the same access to health goods, depending on their genetic traits and also on their social exposure to hazardous environments.

The social selection scheme can in general explain a fundamental mismatch between the demands of individuals and the supply of desirable goods, including material and symbolic but also personal goods which, by definition, may not be shared ad infinitum: for example, the love or preference of X for Y. This type of competitive constraint on available goods is not specific to modern capitalism and would exist even in the society for which revolutionary thinkers longed - because, for example, the greatest cruelty for X is certainly that of not being loved by Y if that is X's most burning desire and such cruelty has nothing to do with economics. The competitive constraint of social life may be termed "natural", not in the sense of deculturalization or desymbolization of the essential goods of life but inasmuch as it is the necessary consequence, if not of a hypothetical biological propensity for survival, then at least of all human beings' sensitivity to pleasure and suffering and of an unchanging capacity to desire goods and utilities that are always in limited supply. Indeed, the fact that the objects of human desire are always linked to symbolic values generated by the cultural environment and personal genealogy is not sufficient to break the continuity between its organic and symbolic manifestations, as the most deliberate or most symbolized desire is always that of a living being possessing a body, propensities, and organic characteristics.
Explained in such terms, this pragmatic constraint also provides a better understanding of the nature of the moral problem raised by social selection, which is quite simply that of the justification of failure in competition or, more broadly, of individual or collective exclusion in the case of social groups or even entire countries that are always the losers in certain contests. The different forms of social competition are in themselves neither moral nor immoral but inherent anthropological features, whereas it is deliberate human action in relation to them which may be moral or immoral. However, contrary to a broad current of social science thinking, this capacity for action is not unlimited and the course of things is only in small part dependent upon will and human artifice. There is in fact a huge gap between, on the one hand, the natural conditions of social competition, the primary law of which is contingency, and, on the other, human beings' deliberate effort to establish principles of justice at least on some segments of these natural contests. Capitalism is clearly more than just competition but competition is a necessary route to any position of dominance that expresses by deed a certain hierarchy in economic and social contests. It is precisely this hierarchy that needs to be considered, and amended as appropriate, when we speak of moralizing capitalism.
To some liberal thinkers, the losers' fate is just a painful yet normal consequence of the order of things: if their offers find no takers, the fault lies with their lack of chance or perspicacity. By being more responsible, they might fail a little less. This reasoning is not incompatible with the Human and Smithian theme of sympathy, although, in the liberal tradition, particularly the French liberal tradition (Rosanvallon 1985), sympathy and goodness are primarily downstream manifestations in the form of private charity that redresses the world's misfortunes. However, it is doubtful whether thinking in terms of individual responsibility does justice to failures in market mechanisms, even less so when the competition and social selection context is broadened. The theme of individual responsibility combines an element of practical skill and moral capacity with an element of pure contingency or chance. It is difficult to see clearly what could be moral or immoral for someone to lose contests that he had no reasonable chance of winning. One may assume rather that a society's moral standing is best expressed through concern for the losers' fate. The naturalistic justification of the
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competitive order comes up against the typical "open question" objection (Moore 1902): why ?, while concern for the fate of the weakest, on the contrary, seems to elicit immediately the most shared and intercultural sense of morality - as evidenced by the bodies of handicapped adults found in prehistoric burial places and the universal revulsion aroused by experiments carried out in the recent past on the disabled or on prisoners in the name of eugenics (Kevles 1985).
Even apart from the question of economics, to which I will come back, it is always difficult to see what can morally justify a person's regularly losing in social contests - even when those contests are not intrinsically unfair - and possibly being deprived of the essential goods of life, regardless of their nature. Organic or cultural traits such as talents, beauty or gender can certainly explain an individual subject's failures but do not necessarily make them morally admissible or justifiable. If humans had, for example, a natural tendency to revere and honour those born in the spring months but a propensity to curse and damn the rest, the fact that this tendency is natural, or adapted to natural evolution, would not suffice to exempt it from moral scrutiny. One may assume that, even when a subject's personal choices are prompted by his social failures, there are misfortunes of responsibility which at least merit some moral consideration (Taylor 1979).
From the viewpoint of those who do not fail or who fail less in social contests, the question of their moral serenity appears always to include concern for the losers' fate, on the principle that it would at the very least be selfish or indeed contemptible to live a peacefully happy existence in a sea of undue suffering, that is, humanly avoidable suffering - as opposed to some misfortunes that seem uncontrollable. Admittedly, it is not always easy to distinguish between undue and uncontrollable suffering, particularly when various negative consequences are to be weighed up and there is no factual agreement among economic experts. But such a distinction is unavoidable when attempting to assess practical decisions and their consequences from an ethical perspective. There is virtually no moral philosophy that makes selfishness a preemptive virtue because, leaving aside the ethics of virtues or Kantianism, even utilitarian doctrines that admit under certain circumstances the possibility of rational selfishness have to set it against concern for the fate of others. Access for all to the essential goods of life has always been the moral foundation of socialist claims and it would seem difficult to put forward a good moral argument to deny its relevance. It is such facts which form the basis of the idea of sickness or unemployment benefit, the prolonged social-democratic battle for equal opportunity, the Rawlsian difference principle, and even, on a less economic level, the moral concern to provide sexual services for persons whose disability makes them physically unattractive.
It can also be seen that caring for the weak, the sick, the insane or the poor is not an innovation of nineteenth-century revolutionary criticism but a recurrent problem of every human civilization. It explains the many contemporary neo-Darwinian works that seek to put forward an evolutionary explanation for altruism or the adoption of moral standards. When Hayek recommends that the aged Eskimo be left to die, he makes little of the medical inability which may have led groups to commit acts of individual or collective abandonment. But a Western doctor travelling to the North Pole who has the means to save the old man and does nothing would quite rightly be prosecuted by the medical governing body, as would a doctor who fails to provide paediatric care to a newly colonized people among whom a high proportion of children usually die young.
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It may thus be firmly concluded from the foregoing that one of the fundamental issues in an ethic of competition is that of consideration for losers in social contests - even when such contests are fair - but the origin of this problem is, so to speak, bioanthropological rather than linked to a particular social or economic system. This moral issue can, however, be exacerbated by social and economic life styles. In particular, consumer competition and producer competition, which form the basis of economic life, have undoubtedly been heightened by the development of capitalism, the very logic of which is [452] based on what Baechler (1995) calls, following Aristotle, chrematistics, that is, enrichment as an end in itself. These two types of competition, while symmetrical, do not pose exactly the same problems from the perspective of an ethic of competition.
Consumer competition is a basic phenomenon of the order of living things, which conditions, even for human beings, access to survival goods. It gives rise to inequality of access to consumer goods, which has become extreme in modern capitalist societies and aristocratic societies. The moral problem is often perceived here in the startling contrast between individuals who can afford to build palaces and those who do not have access even to basic staple goods - which arouses spontaneous indignation. While indignation may be a moral sentiment, it is not necessarily a moral yardstick since the morality of indignation can always be questioned. It is not necessarily immoral for people to have palaces built for themselves if that does not harm anybody, for example if the workers are not enslaved and receive a fair wage. Building palaces would be immoral if it was proven to mean general poverty but economists have, at least since Adam Smith, thought the opposite, arguing that the wealth of a minority sustains and supports the majority.
Nor is it necessarily immoral for everyone not to have the same access to the most prized consumer goods. If acquiring such goods is linked to merit, as members of the ruling classes sometimes claim, it is clearly fair to take advantage of that, but if it is linked to one's lot at birth or in life, as in the case of many such persons, then it is a matter of chance, not morality. While such disparities may produce moral effects by encouraging certain virtues or vices, for example in the form of unjustified selfishness and arrogance or in the form of jealousy and anger linked to the display of inaccessible wealth (Merton 1938), these effects are not necessary: one can be rich without being arrogant, and poor without being envious. It would be really immoral intentionally to deprive the poorest of access to the most prized goods. This is to some extent the claim made by Bourdieu & Passeron (1970) that symbolic violence is the means of social reproduction strategies - which explains the virulence of their moral denunciation of capitalism. In their model, however, these writers had to replace subjective intentions with a sort of immanent logic of the system - which clearly does not diminish their sociological criticism but limits its moral scope.
The chief moral problem raised by consumer competition is the fact that some people do not have access to goods that are necessary for a decent and full human life, which include not only the means of survival, namely food, shelter, and medical care, but also basic freedoms and education. We know that deprivation of the basic means for a decent and full life today affects an increasing number of poor countries and groups of inhabitants in rich countries (see the 2003 Global Human Development Report of the United Nations Development Program). This situation is universally viewed as unacceptable in terms of fundamental human rights; this justifies attempts at redress through national or international medical or food aid programs based on generous declarations such as those of the "millennium goals", but unfortunately with only qualified success.
It would, however, be wrong to blame all the misfortunes of the world on the capitalist economy since it is obvious, for example, that the causal role of competition in war, politics, and communities is at least as important. As clearly shown by Amartya Sen (2003), it is all the substantial or instrumental freedoms a country may enjoy in terms of educational levels, medical coverage, political freedoms, and so on, that enable it to escape from the most intolerable situations. Unfortunately, we cannot decide to change overnight every country's configuration of social contests and opportunities open to individuals, on which corrective action can only be effective in the long term - the only thing on which the effects of resolute action are sometimes immediate being hope or despair, as seen in opinion movements that follow peace treaties or trade decisions.
Producer competition has no equivalent in the rest of the living world because it is directly linked to the development of trade. Admittedly, forms of division of labour can be found in animal societies, particularly between the sexes, but it is generally possible for most adults to have direct access to necessary goods without being involved in production process and the market. By contrast, in modern human and [453] capitalist societies, there is no possibility of direct access to consumer goods - except by pitching a tent beside a motorway and scavenging! Anyone wishing to move to the countryside and become self-sufficient must at least own land or pay farm rent. Economic development, technical progress, and the accompanying legal system have led to the overdevelopment of intermediary organizations operating between suppliers and purchasers, with the result that all access to potential buyers is through private organizations (and sometimes public organizations, which makes little difference) that not only own the means of production but also hold a monopoly on access to the buyers' market. Survival thus depends essentially on the division of labour and the acceptance of one's services by others.
As everyone knows, while producers need to sell their services so that they can become consumers, capitalist entrepreneurs are primarily concerned with making the best profit possible, which creates the fundamental capital-labour asymmetry denounced by the Marxists. However, the moral problem here stems not from the asymmetry itself- which, as such, is no more immoral than disparity in wealth - but rather from some of its consequences and, in particular, the fact that services which do not fulfill the profit requirement are no longer eligible and are excluded from trade - in contrast, for example, to ancient village societies, in which everyone still found opportunities to turn their abilities (strength, skill, and so on) to good account at times of major group activity such as haymaking and harvesting. Those excluded from producer competition can therefore no longer be exploited, but nor do they have any opportunity at all for enrichment. Since their services are deemed to have no value, they are denied access to the paid employment market and hence access to the consumer market, and when that market can no longer be accessed as a producer, it is accessed as a welfare recipient or not at all. The only alternative is then the unofficial, informal or illegal market as an ultimate means of still being a producer of something.
It is quite clear that a society in which more and more people lack marketable assets poses a moral problem and that, while the welfare system may solve the economic problem of the excluded, it does not solve the moral problem of everyone. It is in an attempt to respond not only politically but also morally to this situation that various measures have been devised to deal socially with unemployment. Moralizing economic competition would appear to mean primarily concern to limit labour market exclusion and increase opportunities for profitable competition for all - which can be seen particularly in the standard claim of the right to work. The loathing aroused by redundancy schemes, especially when based on market strategies, is one example of such moral apprehension. France's income support scheme, the Revenu minimum d'insertion (RMI), was so called precisely because the ideal is not simply to have a minimum income but to achieve it through production - which subjects those receiving it and those excluded to constraints that they are not necessarily able to meet in current market conditions (Declerk 2001).
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As the competitions open to all become scarcer, the fundamental moral problem posed by capitalism is, in my view, precisely that of access to profitable competition for all. It is this unresolved problem which gives rise to and justifies political moralization projects by some and indignation and anti-capitalist movements by others. However, to gain a better understanding of the moral dimension of the problem, it is important to see that, apart from genuine threats to the means of survival, what is being affected by capitalism's heightening of social competition, whether economic or otherwise, is individuals' capacity for self-esteem in situations of failure, whether such failure is absolute, as that of the excluded, or relative, as that of a large proportion of the members of rich societies. It is that point which I would like to stress in concluding this brief survey of moral sociology. One may recall that, in A Theory of Justice, Rawls criticized the utility principle for being, unlike the two principles of justice that he postulated, at variance with the self-esteem principle, since it requires the least fortunate to accept prospects of an even less good life in the [454] name of the good of others. Rawls believes that a society that undertakes to arrange inequalities so that everyone benefits and to guarantee liberties for all - that is, a society that conforms to his theory - would be sufficient to avoid that drawback. We know that, unfortunately, public good intentions cannot suffice to console the losers or the least well-off for their failures in social competition, at least as long as such social failures remain the rule for a sizeable proportion of the population.
Conforming to common rules of competition established by law and tradition may admittedly contribute to an ethic of competition in that such rules are just and ensure fair competition among the various parties. But, contrary to a fairly widespread meritocratic idea, the justice and fairness of rules can ensure neither "decency" of society (Margalit 1996), in the sense of protection for all against humiliation, nor even "equality of opportunity", in the sense of equal prospects of success for those with the same abilities and talents. One of the constant lessons of present-day sociology is that the republican principle that the same rule should apply to all has never been sufficient to overcome the inequality of initial means - hence the customary debates and proposals concerning positive discrimination as a way of making such equality of opportunity more effective. Strict observance of procedures may not only protect people from themselves if the procedure is to their advantage, for example by entitling the poorest to welfare even if they misuse it, but also bar others' access to certain goods if the procedure lays down conditions that cannot be met owing to community or other habits. Even leaving aside the breaking of rules or their cynical use in finance, commerce or in other circles, mere conformity with rules or, as Rawls puts it, "pure procedural justice", appears wholly consistent with undue suffering in terms not only of poverty but also of damage to the self-esteem of a large number of people who have to endure the unfavourable application of the rules.
If we believe, as does Rawls, that self-respect is a primary good, we should perhaps look more closely at the psychological and moral relationship that can exist between a system of just rules and the feeling of success or failure that it can produce in participants in social competition. An analysis of the conceptual structure of self-esteem from classical philosophical literature (Pharo 2001) shows that it is a feeling of contentment and pride that can be based on two main approaches: self-sufficiency, which hinges on the conviction that one's acts conform to values deemed to be of the highest order, regardless of one's place in society; and a comparative approach based on concern to achieve a satisfactory place in social contests. The first approach, when totally sincere, would appear to shield the individual from humiliations linked to failures in social competition, unlike the second, which, by contrast, is crucially dependent on the judgement of others.
In practice, however, these two conceptual approaches to self-esteem can be affected and distorted by social failures. It is extremely difficult to maintain a form of self-esteem that respects others when one constantly fails in social contests. Also, the spiral of social competition can have painful effects not only on those who fail in everything but also on those who are fairly well placed in some contests but nevertheless experience bitter feelings of failure when their utmost goals are not achieved. Distortions specific to each approach to self-esteem may then occur, taking, in respect of the self-sufficiency approach, the form of aggressive and contemptuous fixation on local or community values, linked, for example, to corporatist, religious or political fundamentalism and, in respect of the comparative approach, the form of unfair or aggressive participation in social contests in order thereby to secure greater successes than allowed by normal means. Such distortions in self-esteem lead to different forms of anomie which sustain a culture of success at all costs among those who fare best and, among the weakest, every known form of social division and marginalization.
Distortions in self-esteem are certainly not an effect of capitalism alone but it seems clear that they can only be encouraged by the heightening of social competition in the capitalist economy. If an ethic of competition is possible, it should be concerned not only with procedural justice, which is absolutely necessary but whose mesh is often too wide for its own purposes, but also with the fate of the losers and the conditions of self-respect-loss of self-respect being one of the most harmful effects of [455] competition. We might thus think in terms not of equality of opportunity in general but of equal opportunity of access to genuine or non-distorted self-esteem as a means of considering and addressing the moral consequences and rationality of the rules and conditions of social competition.
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