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Beyond Basic Incomes and Stakes:  Toward a More Egalitarian Society

ABSTRACT

Van Parijs (1991) and (1995) argued for a lifetime, unconditional, equal income stream for all that he called a basic income.  Ackerman and Alstott (1999) argued for a one-time, unconditional, equal wealth stipend to all at the age of maturity that they called a stake. 

In a recent interview, Van Parijs stressed that his interest in a basic income developed in part from a search for “an attractive alternative to socialism” “while remaining true to the underlying ideals [of socialism].”

A similar search motivates the present paper.  I first lay out the arguments for a basic income or stake roughly along the lines that proponents of these proposals have developed.  I then consider some of the objections raised by critics (including myself).  Finally, I offer an alternative proposal that incorporates some features of basic incomes and stakes, some notions developed by critics, and that, in my view, does a better job of remaining true to the underlying ideals of socialism than do pure basic incomes and stakes.

Ackerman, Alstott, and Van Parijs have acknowledged their debts to the moral theorist John Rawls.  Van Parijs also cites the work of Ronald Dworkin and others.  Rawls of course in part tried to reconstruct 19th century social contract theory – particularly Rousseau and Kant – to provide an alternative notion of justice as fairness to the dominant utilitarian conception.  I think it is fair to say that Dworkin and some of the others that Va Parijs sites sought to improve upon the egalitarian vision of just social arrangements that Rawls offered.


The “real libertarian” position that the perspective of Van Parijs has come to be called is inspired a good deal by Marx.  If one wants to talk about the “underlying ideals of socialism” it is hard to avoid Marx.  I begin by making what I think is an uncontroversial claim for a connection between “real libertarianism” and Marx.

A Connection to Marx

In Capital Marx considers the plight of the working class that emerged out of the crackup of feudalism.  Under feudalism, serfs had been in an important sense the property of the estate owners.  When feudalism broke down these serfs were “freed”.  They either became agricultural laborers in the countryside or migrated to the cities to work in the enterprises that emerged as merchant capitalism gave rise to industrial capitalism.  The political economists of the day were in the habit of calling them “free” laborers, contrasting their new status with their previous status as private property, i.e., owned serfs.


Under feudalism it was the obligation of the estate owner to provide sustenance for the serf.  Certainly the serfs were not free in any meaningful sense, but they were cared for by implicit arrangements of reciprocal obligation.  When feudalism broke down the former serfs were left with neither wealth nor an income stream nor the reciprocal obligation of care of the estate owners.  

There is no more lasting or moving memory of Marx than the angry, bitter way in Capital that he portrayed the notion of “free” workers put forward by the political economists of his day.  Those workers had only their “labor power” to sell on the factory labor market.  Further, the presence of large numbers of laborers on the market – the “reserve army of the unemployed” - gave the capitalists immense market power over the workers, who had no leverage whatsoever in negotiating wages.  The capitalists essentially dictated wage levels.  To call these laborers “free,” suggesting that they could choose what to do, outraged Marx.  For him, these workers lived in the “realm of necessity.”  That is, they had no choice at all.  They could either sell their “labor power” at the going wage or starve to death.  The capitalists, not the workers themselves, were in charge of their destinies.


The notion of “real freedom” at the center of Van Parijs (1995) is meant as an improvement over the 19th century political economic notion of the “free” laborer.  A basic income (or stake) takes one out of the “realm of necessity” because it gives one an income stream (or wealth stipend) that enables one to choose what to do.  It contrasts to the essentially fake notion of the “free” laborer propagated by the mainstream 19th century political economists.


Having very roughly situated “real libertarianism” with respect to Marx, or at least with respect to one aspect of Marx, I next take up its relation to Rawls and Dworkin. 
Rawls as Predecessor

I attempt no full discussion of the full theory of justice as fairness as put forward by Rawls.  Rather, since those advocating basic incomes and stakes have acknowledged intellectual debts to Rawls I take up his theory only to the minimum extent that I think necessary to elucidate the relation of basic incomes and stakes to justice as fairness.  

Like the “real libertarians,” Rawls places a notion of freedom, or liberty, at the center of his schema in the form of his first principle, the liberty principle.  He states the liberty principle, for the first time as: “each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others.”   His second principle, the difference principle, he states for the first time as: “social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage, and (b) attached to positions and offices open to all.”  Rawls stresses that the phrases “everyone’s advantage” and “open to all” in the difference principle are ambiguous and require further interpretation.


The two principles apply to the basic structure of society and presuppose that this structure divides into two realms, each governed by one of the principles.  The first realm is roughly that of the citizen and the rights and duties governed by the liberty principle include, among others, voting rights, free speech, and “freedom of the person along with the right to hold (personal) private property.”  The second realm is basically the economy and includes, among other arenas, the distribution of income and wealth.  Rawls does not insist that all receive the same income and wealth.  Rather, he maintains that inequalities in these distributions “must be to everyone’s advantage.”  

Justice as fairness requires a rough lexical order of application of the two principles.  It allows for no tradeoffs between liberty and either income and wealth, or position in the social hierarchy.  Further: “One applies the second principle by holding positions open, and then, subject to this constraint, arranges social and economic inequalities so that everyone benefits.”

By “open to all” Rawls means that a principle of fair equality of opportunity should apply within the basic structure.  Consider two people with equal natural talents and the same ambitions but in different social classes.  Fair equality of opportunity means that these two people should have equal life chances.  Minimally, it requires some form of equal opportunities of education for all and some form of nondiscrimination in the awarding of jobs.
In justice as fairness “everyone’s advantage” means that inequalities of income and wealth are allowed only if they raise the expectation of those in the least advantaged group over what it would be in a situation of strict equality.  Rawls offers an example.  The classes of entrepreneurs and unskilled workers under property-owning democracy have unequal expectations.  What could justify that inequality of expectations is that the increase in the expectations of the entrepreneurs over the situation of strict equality might result in jobs and wealth that increase the expectations of the unskilled workers over the situation of strict equality.  Rawls does not hold that such is the case, i.e., does not hold that what some might call a “trickle down” theory of economic benefits is empirically correct.  Rather, he holds that something like such a theory must be correct to justify inequality of income and wealth.

Rawls argues that the two principles of justice as fairness are what people would contract for in a hypothetical original position behind a veil of ignorance.  People who did not know their own social positions, their natural abilities and talents, nor their tastes and preferences would contract to maximize the wealth and income of the least advantaged group because they themselves might prove to be in that group once the veil was lifted.  This is the hypothetical social contract element that is at the base of justice as fairness.

How does justice as fairness handle the question of what the social minimum should be?  Rawls maintains that the difference principle comes into play to answer the question.  One should choose the figure for the social minimum so as to maximize the expectations of the least advantaged group.  Assuming that a progressive inheritance tax raises the transfers that become the benefits of a social minimum, Rawls stresses that if the social minimum is set too high one of two things occurs.  Either savings is so much reduced that the social minimum is unsustainable at that level in future generations, or efficiency is so compromised that the social minimum becomes unsustainable for the present generation.

Dworkin on Equality of Resources

Like Rawls and his idea of behind a veil of ignorance in an original position, Dworkin develops his notion of equality of resources with a hypothetical example. He asks us to imagine a shipwreck of n individuals on an island where the prospects of rescue are at best distant in the future.  He thinks it reasonable that the individuals will favor equality of resources that they find on the island because none have a prior claim to the properties or resources of the island.  However, precisely what constitutes equality of resources is not so easy to stipulate.  An identical bundle of resources for each individual, with no resources left over, would be a plausible stipulation of equality of resources.  However, resource indivisibilities, e.g., quantities that don’t divide by n, and unique resources, e.g., properties located at unique spots on the island, preclude an identical-bundle version of equality of resources.


Dworkin suggests that each individual start with an equal number of clamshells that have no value in themselves.  One member of the shipwrecked party gets the job of inventorying the island’s resources, putting clamshell prices on them, and taking bids from the shipwrecked party for the items of the inventory.  After each round of bids, members of the party are allowed to rearrange the inventory into different lots and the chosen member can reset prices.  The bidding rounds continue until one results in the clearing of all markets with no member of the party preferring that the lots be rearranged.  The bid-meister then dispenses the resources in accordance with the results of that bid.


Dworkin stresses two features of the resulting distribution of the island’s resources.  First, it is envy-free.  That is to say, no member of the shipwrecked party would prefer the bundle of another member of the party because he or she could have bid for it in the rounds of the auction.  Second, no member would prefer that the bundles would have been arranged differently because she or he had the option of so arranging them in the course of the extended auction.  Dworkin refers to the resulting division of the island’s resources as equality of external resources.  

If every member of the shipwrecked party were identical then equality of external resources might be a satisfactory notion of equality of resources.  However, people are not the same.  They differ in what Dworkin calls their internal resources.  He identifies three categories of internal resources (or lack thereof):  handicaps, talents and abilities, and preferences and ambitions.  Dworkin proposes to use a hypothetical insurance market to cope with differences in internal resources.  He holds people at least in part responsible for their preferences and ambitions.  

In a hypothetical initial situation people are allowed to know the incidence of handicaps in the population but not whether they are handicapped.  They know their preferences and life-plans and choose, on the basis of their preferences for risk, to insure against handicaps.  Once the incidence of handicaps among individuals is revealed those who are handicapped and insured against it receive benefits from the premium pool and Dworkin regards that as a form of equality of resources that properly takes into account handicapped internal resources.

Dworkin proposes a slightly different approach to talents and abilities than to handicaps.  Here he would have people know their talents and abilities in a hypothetical initial situation but not know what income they would bring, and insure against a low income.  People then are compensated for low incomes from the premium pool.  In a non-hypothetical economy, he argues, a graduated income tax would approximate the results of such a hypothetical insurance market.

In the 19th century Marx criticized a notion that Proudhon had propounded on inequality.  Proudhom favored equality of wages for all work.  Marx distinguished relative and absolute poverty and worried that though equality of wages might result in greater equality of income it might also result in lowered incomes for many if not all.  Dworkin, indirectly and probably not intentionally taking the side of Proudhon against Marx, refers to this issue by articulating an implicit criticism of the difference principle: 

Of course, many of the political philosophers and theorists who object to inequality are concerned not simply with how poor those at the bottom are in absolute terms, but with what might be called the moral costs of a society with substantial wealth inequality, costs that remain and indeed are sometimes exacerbated, when the positions of the least well-off is sharply improved but the inequality remains.

Certainly he is right that an egalitarian sometimes feels certain qualms about the difference principle that are not so easy to articulate.

 
Go back to the example of Rawls.  The entrepreneur is allowed greater wealth because doing so creates more wealth for the working class than is the case if the entrepreneur has only an equal share.  To the extent that this is a fact about economic structure the egalitarian is not so uneasy.  However, it sometimes feels like a case of social class blackmail: the entrepreneur agrees to do his job if he is allowed to keep most of her wealth and toss a few crumbs to the working class.  About that moral qualms abound.  Probably the matter turns less on principle and more on how widespread and extensive are the benefits to the least advantaged of allowing the inequality and how extensive is the allowed.   

Reservations about the difference principle raise questions for advocates of basic incomes and/or stakes.  Do basic income and stake proposals aim at greater equality in the wealth distribution, as seems to be the case?  Depending on the amount of the basic income or stake, might such a proposal achieve greater equality of wealth at the expense of a lessened absolute level of wealth for many not near the top of the wealth distribution?  Are there policies that will both raise the level of wealth for those at the bottom, and those not close to the top, at the same time as they reduce the extent of the inequality of wealth? Is a basic income or stake at a certain level one of those policies?


Finally, Dworkin stresses that his proposal for equality of resources leaves an important issue hanging:

I have said nothing, for example, about how far equality, properly understood, constrains people from giving to others what they are entitled to keep and use for themselves.  That question includes, of course, the troublesome issue whether those who have amassed wealth through sacrifices in their own lives should be allowed to pass this on as extra wealth for their children.

This point returns us to the issue touched on at the end of the discussion of justice as fairness.  There Rawls proposed that the social minimum funded by a progressive inheritance tax could be too high if it tended to reduce by too much the funds available for investment over the generations.  For then over the generations the funds available for the social minimum would diminish while presumably it would be desirable not to let the social minimum diminish (at least in real terms) over time.  

Maintaining some form of equality of resources in each generation would seem difficult if one generation is allowed to pass on inequalities in wealth, or external resources, to the next.  But such inequalities will be passed on if the inheritance tax is set in any way that differs from 100%.  Yet if the inheritance tax is set at 100% quite plausibly equality of resources in each generation will be achieved at the expense of fewer resources for each agent than all would possess if some inequality were tolerated.  

Some Features of Real Income Distributions and Their Relation
A society’s external resources seem approximately equivalent to its total wealth and that quantity evolves over time.  One problem for egalitarians is that total wealth may be a function of the rules for distributing it.  This is so because total wealth is to some extent a function of total labor and individuals may in part choose how much to labor based upon how much of the wealth that their labor produces they will be able to keep.  Of course some labor is done for the fun of the work itself.  But some is done, though not enjoyed, in order to use the wealth that it creates for enjoyment.  

The difference principle of Rawls is an appendage to strict egalitarianism that seeks to make sure that all get at least as much as they would if the rule for dividing up wealth was strict equality.  There are roughly three measures of a distribution of interest in the discussions of Rawls and Dworkin.  Of importance to Rawls is the minimum or, more precisely, what the representative person of the least advantaged group gets.  Also of importance is, roughly speaking, what others tend to get.  We translate that interest quantitatively into a measure of center of the distribution.  Finally, of importance to both Rawls and Dworkin is a measure of spread or inequality for the distribution.

Unfortunately I have no wealth distribution data across countries.  However, I do have some income distribution data across countries – from two different sources.  From the first source – the U.N. – I have GDP per capita and the Gini coefficient of the per capita pre-tax income distribution for 111 of the member states.  The figures are both from the late 1990s.  The U.N. reports GDP per capita figures for all countries in dollars of the United States.  They adjust the figures in the currency of each country with each country’s exchange rate with the U. S. and the OECD purchasing power parity approach.  That is to say, they take account of the different prices in different countries of a standard market basket of goods.

GDP is, roughly, total national pre-tax income so that GDP per capita is roughly average per capita pre-tax income.  Average per pre-tax income is one measure of center of the per capita pre-tax income distribution of a country.  It is certainly not the best measure for someone interested in questions of equality for reasons that I will discuss later.  However, it is the measure that I have.  The Gini coefficient of the per capita pre-tax per income distribution ranges from 0 to 100 with 0 indicating strict equality.  It is a good measure of income inequality.

What motivates the difference principle is, very roughly, that greater equality of income might lead to less income for all.  What our first data set allows us to examine is whether lower (higher) average per capita pre-tax income goes along with greater (lesser) equality of per capita pre-tax income.  Figure 1 is a scatter plot of average per capita pre-tax income (or GDP per capita) versus the Gini coefficient of per capita pre-tax income for the full set of 111 countries for which the two figures are available.  No obvious positive linear relationship stands out.  Rather than measure the Pearson correlation of the two variables I measure the Spearman rank correlation, a measure better suited to discounting the effect of outliers. 

Figure 1.  Average Per Capita Pre-tax versus the Gini Coefficient of Income: All Countries
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The Spearman rank correlation of GDP per capita and the Gini coefficient of income is –0.4178, p-value < 0.00005. Hence, for the full set of 111 countries for which the two figures are available, we get a result contrary to the sort of possible relationship that the difference principle is designed to counter - lower (higher) average per capita pre-tax income goes along with lesser (greater) equality of per capita pre-tax income.

However, perhaps this result is an anomaly that arises from our clumping together countries at all levels of development.  Suppose that we consider only on those countries designated by the U.N. as “High Human Development”.  Figure 2 is a scatter plot of average per capita pre-tax income (or GDP per capita) versus the Gini coefficient of per capita pre-tax income for the set of 34 countries that the U. N. classifies as “High Human Development” for which the two figures are available. Again no obvious positive linear relationship stands out.

Figure 2.  Average Per Capita Pre-tax Income versus the Gini Coefficient of Income Inequality: Developed Countries
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The Spearman rank correlation of GDP per capita and the Gini coefficient of income inequality is –0.2066, p-value = 0.2410.  Hence, for the set of 34 “High Human Development Countries” for which the two figures are available, average per capita pre-tax income (or GDP per capita) and the Gini coefficient of income inequality, appear unrelated. 

The previous data analysis falls far short of demonstrating that egalitarian arrangements have no need for the difference principle.  For one thing, the lower bound of Gini coefficients in the data is about 20 – quite far from the strict equality of 0.  We cannot extrapolate our results to a range of greater equality – a range, for example that a basic income with a high stipend might achieve.  For a second thing, some might argue that the after-tax rather than pre-tax per capita income distribution is what one should look at.  Also, it would be more important to look at the distribution of wealth rather than of income.  Additionally, many researchers on globalization question the reliability of the figures for the Gini coefficient for each county (although most use them in research anyhow).  Further, some question a standard market basket of goods for purposes of creating the same income scale for all countries makes sense when in fact cultural differences across the countries leave them consuming different representative baskets of goods.  Finally, at least in the version of egalitarianism of Rawls, it is what the representative of the least advantaged group receives, rather than what the person at the average receives, that counts.  

GDP is roughly an average and so as a measure of the center of the per capita income distribution it suffers from the problem of outliers.  That is, people with very high incomes may drag the average well above what many members of the society receive.  The median – the per capita income above and below which ½ of the people fall – is a better measure of the center of the per capita income distribution.  Further, from the egalitarian perspective of Rawls at least, it is what people in the least advantaged group receive that counts. 


Table 1 presents GDP per capita and the Gini coefficient of pre-tax income distribution for four developed countries.  One can see at a glance that Japan, France, and Sweden have both greater per capita income equality and lower GDP per capita than the U. S.  Yet it is conceivable that while having greater income equality the other three countries still might achieve similar median per capita incomes to that of the U. S.  That is to say, the greater GDP of the U. S. might be due primarily to a thicker upper tail of the distribution that little reflects the income stream received by most of the populace.

Table 1. GDP Per Capita and Gini Coefficient of Income Inequality for Four Developed Countries




Per Capita GDP
Gini Coefficient of Income Inequality

United States

$31,872

40.8

Japan


$24,898

24.9

France


$22,897

32.7

Sweden

$22,636

25.0


Paul Krugman argues that in the case of Sweden, at least, we have evidence that although GDP per capita is lower than in the U. S., the greater equality does not leave a typical Swedish family with a lower income than its U. S. counterpart.  He maintains:  “The median Swedish family has a standard of living roughly comparable with that of the median U. S. family.”  He also claims:

And as you move further down the income distribution, Swedish living standards are way ahead of those in the U. S.  Swedish families with children that are at the 10th percentile – poorer than 90 percent of the population – have incomes 60 percent higher than their U. S. counterparts.  And very few people in Sweden experience the deep poverty that is all to common in the United States.  One measure: in 1994 only 6 percent of Swedes lived on less than $11 per day, compared with 14 percent in the 

U. S.    

On this evidence then, the least advantaged group (in income) does better in Sweden than the U. S., the typical (i.e., median) Swede does no worse, and yet Sweden achieves much greater equality than does the U. S.  

The Krugman claims certainly cast suspicion on the argument that U. S. egalitarians must be careful not to push for too much more equality than we have lest implementation of our proposals lead to reduction in the level of the representative least advantaged or typical entity. However, the Krugman claims are not fully conclusive.  For one thing, Krugman sites no source for his evidence so it is impossible to explore for any problems with the data (there are always problems with the data) on which they are based that might qualify the claims somewhat.  For another, Swedes and Americans may have sufficiently different preference distributions that Sweden’s achieved income distribution might be a poor guide for what would result in the U. S. from transfers to achieve greater equality of income.  Finally, the 25 Gini coefficient of Sweden means that there is no telling what would happen if it were pushed much lower toward some form of strict equality of resources.

My second set of data provides evidence that cuts in the opposite direction from that of Krugman on the question of how wary of the difference principle egalitarians should be in pushing for greater income equality in the U. S.  Figure 3 presents five number summaries and box plots of the distribution of average taxable household income across neighborhoods in Manhattan, Paris, and Central Tokyo.  All figures are from the late 1990s, but are adjusted to 1990 U. S. dollars using exchange rates, the OECD purchasing power parity approach, and an inflation index.

From the box plots one can see at a glance that, whether measured by full or inter-quartile range, there is considerably greater spread in average taxable household income across neighborhoods in Manhattan than either in Paris or Tokyo.  If we take the average income of the neighborhood with the lowest average income as the income of a representative of the least advantaged group, then it is true that the least advantaged in Tokyo are better off than their counterparts in Manhattan.  However, the least advantaged in Manhattan are better off than their counterparts in Paris.  Furthermore, the median neighborhoods in Paris and Tokyo are roughly equally well off while the median neighborhood in Manhattan has nearly twice the average household income as the median neighborhoods in the other two cities.  Hence, in contrast to Krugman’s evidence, this evidence certainly suggests that too much equality can be a bad thing for those in the center and even sometimes for those at the bottom.  


For egalitarians worried about making many in the lower to middle of the distribution worse off, my evidence fails to prove that taking account of the difference principle is necessary just as Krugman’s failed to prove that it was unnecessary.  For one thing, my evidence is on distributions of neighborhood averages of individuals across a city rather than on the more appropriate distribution of individuals across a country.   For another, there are some differences in the way the three countries involved measure 

Figure 3.  Distribution of Mean Taxable Household Income By Neighborhood: Five Number Summary and Box Plot



Manhattan


Paris


Tokyo

Highest

$77,397


$51,968

$45,412

75th Percentile
$64,328


$28,773

$31,640

Median

$45,181


$24,183

$25,160

25th Percentile
$27,803


$19,676

$22,602

Lowest    

$19,775


$17,608

$21,832

# of Neighborhoods
10



20


11

Note:  All figures are in 1990 U. S. Dollars
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taxable household income.  Finally, it would be better to have figures on wealth than income.  
Some Weaknesses in the Accounts of Rawls and Dworkin

The theories of Rawls and Dworkin have undergone critical scrutiny by many writers.  I will concentrate only on weaknesses that seem germane to the issues of basic incomes and stakes – are they a good idea or not; if they are a good idea how big should they be and what if any conditions should attach to them?

For the first principle of Rawls I shall have no comment for now.  Nor shall I say anything for the moment about several other features of justice as fairness that I have said nothing about so far but that may help us down the line.  I shall merely bring them up when it looks as if they may be of aid.

In the views of both Rawls and Dworkin, moral egalitarianism requires us to take each person’s life as equally important.  For Rawls, in the first cut that means that each should get an equal amount of an index of primary goods – wealth, income, and self-respect - somehow weighted.  I have not dwelt on the weighting because Rawls says little about it and I have neglected self-respect so far but will take it up soon.  Up to now I have concentrated on wealth and income, paying more attention to income simply because, problematic as available income statistics are, more is available on income than on wealth distributions.

I think there are two basic problems for the difference principle that makes its application in the design of a transfer system, e.g., one that might include some form of basic income and/or stake, problematic.  First, how precisely does one define the least advantaged group?  So far, when considering the allowance of inequalities of income I have taken the lowest income group as the least advantaged group.  However, without some way to weight the index of primary goods it is not necessarily reasonable to suppose that the lowest income group is least advantaged.  For example, that group might consist of the Thoreau society for whose members self-respect is of highest value and to whom income and what it can buy don’t matter very much.  Further, Thoreau society members may all live in great self-respect on their own ponds outside of Boston with all the income that they want.  Wouldn’t it then be perverse to count the members of the Thoreau society as the least advantaged group?

A second problem for the difference principle may be stated as follows: social science is not really sufficiently developed to be able to establish whether allowed inequalities benefit the least advantaged group, somehow defined.  I have made this sort of argument at great length elsewhere and touched on it above in considering empirical evidence of various kinds of income distributions.  Once can understand the difficulty by thinking of it as a comparison between two income redistribution policies.  Say the first takes a greater percentage from those in the upper tail of the distribution than does the second and both policies redistribute what they tax equally among members of the least advantaged group.  Suppose that someone claims that the second policy will result in the least advantaged group receiving more, e.g., that under the first policy those in the upper tail will decide to work less and so the total tax from them will be less than under the second policy.  How are we to test such a claim?  Within a theoretical framework we would need a general equilibrium theory that minimally had reliable estimates of the marginal propensity of members of the upper income group to work with income – a theory that we do not have.  Alternatively, we could assign the first policy to our economy and the second to an identical economy and observe the result – something that we cannot do.  There is no very good way around our undeveloped knowledge here, but I will propose what I view as a prudent approach to the problem later.

What about the Dworkin approach?  I believe that his reliance on market mechanisms – a hypothetical auction of resources found on the Island and hypothetical insurance markets for handicaps and wages – over-rates the level of development of economics as science.  For example, in setting up his first auction Dworkin assures us that “I make all the assumptions about production and preferences made in G. Debreu, Theory of Value, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959).  The trouble with this idea is that the general equilibrium theory (GET) to which Dworkin refers has many difficulties.  I have dwelt upon these difficulties at some length elsewhere.  Here I mention just two that seem germane to me.

First of all, on the Arrow-Hahn interpretation of the Debreu GET result we can say only that an equilibrium will be available to markets but not that the markets will arrive at it.  More importantly, one of the assumptions from which the Debreu result – an equilibrium exists (or probably more properly is available) - follows is that all agents begin with a nonzero amount of each resource.  It is hard to see how this assumption applies to the island setup of Dworkin.  There may, for example, be only one unit of the resource “best view on the island” even available to his auction participants.  Hence it is not clear that an equilibrium for the first auction that he proposes will either be available or achieved.  Hence there may be no equality of resources result for his first auction.

Nor is the situation for the Dworkin insurance market auctions any more promising.  For example, consider the insurance market for wages.  Here it seems as if the proper GET interpretation of the agents is that each has some bundle of talents, or perhaps what Marx called labor power with each talent being a different kind of labor power.  But then for an equilibrium to exist we are once again up against the need for the assumption that each agent has some of each resource to begin with – in this case some of each talent or form of labor power.  This seems implausible for the Dworkin island setup and so once again it is simply not clear that an equilibrium will exist or be reached in the insurance market for wages.

Dworkin, I think, over-rates what perfect markets accomplish.  Just as our undeveloped knowledge of economic cause and effect makes the difference principle hard to apply in practice, our underdeveloped knowledge of when markets result in equilibria make the outcome of the Dworkin auctions unknowable.  Hence the Dworkin concept of equality of resources is a flawed one.  Nonetheless, I think if we take equality of external resources as roughly equality of wealth from justice as fairness there will be a prudent way to circumvent the difficulty of markets possibly not giving everyone what they want.  However, before outlining this approach it makes sense to see how “real libertarianism” develops out of Rawls and Dworkin.

Real Libertarianism

Van Parijs offers the most extensive defense of “real libertarianism” and relates it carefully to the earlier work of Rawls and Dworkin so I will concentrate on his account here.  Even more narrowly, I will base my explication of his position primarily on Van Parijs 1991 because, although I have read Van Parijs 1995, I have done so only once and not fully digested it while I have managed to read Van Parijs 1991 three times and think that I have a pretty good grasp of it.


Van Parijs first offers his defense of a maximum equal unconditional basic income with an argument that parallels the notion of justice as fairness of Rawls.  Basically, on this first cut “real freedom” consists of a basic income that gives the individual leverage in the labor market.  The least advantaged group is that group that has only that basic income. Equal real freedom for all would then be equal basic income stipends to all.  By the conception of Rawls, self-respect is also one of the three social primary goods.  To condition the basic income stipend on some measure of means would diminish the self-respect of those with lesser means by forcing them to display their means publicly in order to get a stipend.  Hence the basic income stipends should be equal and unconditioned on means of any sort.  They should be at a maximum to maximize the real freedom of the least advantaged.   


What about conditioning the basic income stipends on work?  Van Parijs argues that to make the stipends dependent on work would discriminate against those whose tastes favor leisure over work and in favor of those who favor work over leisure.  Since the paramount feature of liberal notions of justice – including both those of Rawls and Dworkin - is that they should not discriminate in favor of any particular conception of the good life, a work requirement condition to receive a basic income is ruled out.  Hence the basic income stipends should be equal income stipends, to equalize real freedom, and be unconditioned on means and work so as to maintain self-respect and discriminate in favor of no particular conception of the good life. 

In response to the sort of argument that basic incomes unrelated to work are consistent with the justice as fairness framework, Rawls added leisure time to the social primary goods of income, wealth, and self-respect.  Van Parijs offers an arithmetic argument that the addition of leisure time to social primary goods means that the basic income stipends of those who voluntarily do no work would be zero.  Without some clearer sense of how the index of four social primary goods is constructed it is not clear that the basic income stipends of those who voluntarily do no work would be zero.  However, the gist of the addition of the new social primary good is clear.  Those who choose a full complement of leisure time deserve a lower basic income than those otherwise identical individuals who choose to work because the voluntary non-workers have taken a fair share of the social primary goods in the form of leisure time.   

In response to the maneuver of Rawls in adding leisure time to the basic primary goods in justice as fairness, Van Parijs shifts to a defense of his conception of equal basic income stipends based on the notion of Dworkin of equality of external resources.  He imagines two equally talented individuals – Crazy who likes to work a lot and Lazy who prefers not to work.  On the Dworkin notion of equality of external resources they each deserve an equal share of external resources on the first cut.  Given their identical talents but different tastes for laboring they might reasonably differentially insure against low wages – with Crazy paying premiums and Lazy not – during the hypothetical insurance market for wages.  But this difference is captured in practical terms by the graduated income tax that Crazy pays but Lazy does not.  So within the framework of equality of external resources there seems to be no case against equal basic income stipends for Crazy and Lazy.  

How large should the annual equal basic income stipends be and where should the funds to provide them come from?  As a first cut, for Van Parijs ideally the annual stipend should be an equal share of the external resources belonging to individuals who die or who give them to others in a given year.  In practical terms this would be an equal share of a 100% tax of all estates of those who die in a given year and all gifts that are made in a given year.  However, such a high tax might over time leave all with a lower basic income than a lesser tax.  So Van Parijs simply suggests a tax that maximizes the size of the basic income stipend.  Whether or not the tax should be graduated in some way he leaves vague.  Like the difference principle, then, Van Parijs leaves room for some inequality as long as it improves real freedom for all, i.e., the size of the basic income stipend.

Van Parijs stresses that his concept of a basic income for all applies primarily to the wealthy developed countries.  He notes that 100% of all estates of those who die in a given year and all gifts made in a given year generally amounts only to 10%-15% of annual national income in these countries.  Given the need to keep the actual estate and gift taxes well below 100% to assure a sustained pool of funds for basic income stipends this leaves the pool of funds from estate and gift taxes sustaining a not overly large basic income stipend.  Van Parijs asks if there is another source that might be legitimately tapped for the basic income stipends.

He answers that job rents, in the economic not ordinary language sense, are another possible legitimate source to tap for basic income stipends.  He maintains that in the developed countries labor markets may not clear, and offers four explanations for why: minimum wage laws, union monopolies, and recent insider-outsider and efficiency-wage theories of political economy.  On each of these explanations, those with jobs enjoy a monopoly position from which they extract an economic rent above and beyond what they would receive if job markets did clear.  One consequence of this monopoly setup is involuntary un- and under-employment.  

At the hypothetical level, Van Parijs proposes an auction of job resources, along the lines of the Dworkin auction of external resources, in which all the bidders start with an equal number of tradable options to an equal share of job resources.  Jobs have many external benefits as well as wages or salaries.  Van Parijs conceives that the job resource auction ends in an envy-free allocation of job resources - wages and salaries as well as external benefits - just as the Dworkin external resource auction ends in an envy-free allocation of external resources.  Of course, in actual fact a job resource auction is not possible. Van Parijs argues that an actual tax on wages or salaries crudely approximates the outcome of the job resource auction.  The revenues from the tax on wages and salaries, i.e., an approximation of the total of the job rents, would then join the estate and gift tax revenues in constituting the fund that, equally divided among all, would provide the basic income stipends.

The proposal of Ackerman and Alstott for stakes is understandable as a modification of the proposal for basic incomes of Van Parijs.  Ackerman and Alstott propose that, instead of basic annual incomes, all receive a one-time wealth stipend at around the age of majority.  They do not offer a specific abstract justification for the size of the wealth stipends but rather peg them at around what a typical private university tuition for four years was at the time that they wrote.  Also, they argue for a somewhat different tax structure to raise the revenues for the stakes.

Despite differences between Van Parijs and Ackerman-Alstott, one can regard stakes and basic incomes as different versions of a similar transfer.  The real libertarianism of Van Parijs roughly rests on the notion that all are entitled to an equal share of some portion of society’s resources.  Basic incomes dole out this equal share on an annual basis over the course of a lifetime.  Stakes, one could argue, instead provide the whole equal share of resources at once at around the time of maturity.  Viewed like this, basic incomes are a more paternal version of real libertarianism.  Under stakes, one gets one’s share all at once and is responsible for what happens to it thereafter.  Under basic incomes, in contrast, the paternal state dribbles out one’s share over the course of a lifetime.

Some Weaknesses in Real Libertarianism

The real libertarian perspective certainly has attractions as an alternative to socialism that retains some of the desirable features of socialism.  To reduce coerced labor and to equalize labor market freedom are surely desirable goals within an egalitarian perspective.  However, the focus on a maximum feasible equal basic income for all, unconditioned by either means or work, is an egalitarian development that seems to me to stretch considerably the outlook of at least Marx.  The Capital passages where Marx critiques the notion of “free” laborer, it seems to me, are readable less as a plea to give workers the means not to work if they so desire, than as a plea for leverage to get more for work that Marx takes for granted the workers will do.  Similarly, his opposition to equal wages for all makes one wonder if the equal stipends of the basic income are in the spirit of Marx.  Of course there is no reason necessarily to stick to Marx on any at these matters at this late date.  We should certainly try to improve upon his outlook.  Conceivably the current level of development of the advanced countries makes it possible to allow stipends not to work and a consistent liberal neutrality on different versions of the good life requires it.  Also, conceivably equal stipends provide equal liberty in an important sense. Yet I am not yet fully convinced that either of these claims is true.


To develop a critique of the Van Parijs basic income proposal that will hopefully point to ways to improve upon it, I first place it within the context of the textbook version of the theory of labor-leisure choice.  For simplicity, suppose that there is only one kind of labor and that all are equally skilled at it.  For individual i for some period, let:

Li = hours of labor,

Fi = hours of leisure,

wi = wage rate for labor,

Y0i = basic income stipend,

Yi = income in a period.

Individual i decides how much to work by maximizing her utility function ui(Li) subject to the constraints Fi + Li = constant and Yi = Y0i + wLi.  Such maximization yields an individual labor supply function of the form Li = Li (Y0i, w).  

With a set of individual labor supply functions of the form Li = L(Y0i, w), equal basic incomes for all, i.e., Y0i  = Y0 for all i, seems  a plausible interpretation of equal real labor market freedom for all.  The difficulty is that the textbook theory of labor-leisure choice is not quite adequate.  How can one improve that theory?  First, again to keep things simple in order to make my conceptual point, I ignore labor rents that may well plague the advanced countries as Van Parijs claims.  So for individual i for some period, let:

Si = savings from previous work,

Wi = inherited wealth,

r = prevailing rate of return.

Now individual i decides how much to work by maximizing her utility function ui(Li) subject to the constraints Fi + Li = constant and Yi = Y0i + wLi + rSi + rWi.  Such maximization yields an individual labor supply function of the form 

Li = Li (Y0i + rSi + rWi, w).  

The new term rSi poses no problem for the case for equal basic income stipends for all.  That term simply reflects different propensities for savings versus consumption among the individuals, something that presumably liberal neutrality toward different conceptions of the good life requires.  The difficulty arises from the new term rWi.  Ignoring her income stream from savings from previous work, now individual i faces the labor market with Y0i + rWi.  If then Y0i  = Y0 for all i, it seems to me a plausible reading is that those with inherited wealth face the labor market with more real freedom than those without any.  

If there is a 100% tax on inherited wealth then rWi = 0 for all i, and once again equal basic incomes for all seems a reasonable interpretation of equal labor market freedom for all.  Yet Van Parijs appears to acknowledge that something less than a 100% tax on inherited wealth would probably be necessary to maximize the inheritance tax revenues to be deployed as basic incomes. Presumably the less that 100% inheritance tax would be to keep tax evasion manageable, to induce savings, and to at least partially respect those who would like to pass on wealth to heirs.  However, if there is a tax of less than 100% on inherited wealth and real labor market freedom is proportional to the amount of non-labor income, then equal shares of the revenues from the inheritance tax does not result in equal labor market freedom for all.  Those with income from inherited wealth would have more labor market freedom than those without it. 


How could one achieve equal labor market freedom for all under a regime of less than a 100% inheritance tax?  Suppose that R = the revenue from the inheritance tax.  Let I = (rWi = total income from inherited wealth.  Then a 100% tax on income from inherited wealth parceled out as equal shares to all achieves equal labor market freedom for all.  However, again one would probably want to settle for less than 100% in order to encourage savings and discourage tax evasion.  What seems called for then is some sort of graduated tax on rWi whose proceeds are redistributed, along with R, in inverse proportion to rWi.  The goal is to leave all with as close to an equal share of R + I as a stipend as is possible without making the share of the group for which rWi = 0 less than it would be if income from inherited wealth were not taxed.


So our first cut at the problem of achieving equal labor market freedom for all suggests that one ought to be able to improve upon the scheme of equal basic incomes for all funded by an inheritance tax (and labor rents) proposed by Van Parijs.  Since to distinguish inherited from labor-generated wealth is difficult in practice, what seems appropriate as an approximation to equal labor market freedom for all is a graduated income transfer system.  That is, the pooled proceeds of an inheritance tax and a graduated tax on non-wage or non-salary income are disbursed in some sort of rough inverse fashion to non-wage or non-salary income.  This system might be merged with a general income tax system that Dworkin argues best accounts for the unequal ability distribution of the natural lottery. 

Now what about the second feature of the Van Parijs basic income proposal – there should be no means test?  My previous analysis has led to a questioning of this feature of the Van Parijs proposal as well.  Built into the proposal that I have so far developed out of my critique of Van Parijs basic incomes is the notion that the stipend size of the transfer should be conditioned on income from non-wage or non-salary inherited wealth, certainly a means test of some sort.  Van Parijs opposes a means test on grounds that it would demean or damage the self-esteem of the would-be recipient of the stipend.  But is that really a necessary feature of all means tests?  

Any graduated income tax has an inherent means test but few have criticized the idea of a graduated income tax on grounds that some are demeaned by it.  Our current

U. S. graduated income tax has a built-in Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) which involves “negative taxes” to some with certain incomes.  This too is a means test but, though the EITC has been criticized on many grounds (some that we will consider shortly), none have so criticized it on grounds that it demeans the recipients of benefits.  


Certainly some means tests demean the recipients of benefits to whom they are applied.  However, the diminishment of self-esteem appears to result from the need to publicly declare your means in order to receive benefits.  The graduated income transfer system that I have proposed, like the graduated income tax to which it is related, requires no public declaration of means.  One must only list non-wage or non-salary income on a form that never becomes public, just as one does for the U. S. graduated income tax.  So my proposal improves labor market freedom for all, over the proposal of Van Parijs, as well as involves a non-demeaning means test that does not violate his concern that recipients of benefits not have their self-esteem battered.  Unless one opposes a graduated income tax on grounds that those who pay less tax are demeaned, it is hard to see how an egalitarian would oppose the feature of my proposal that involves a graduated tax on non-wage or non-salary income.


Finally, the most difficult point: should the voluntarily unemployed also receive a basic income stipend?  Van Parijs makes his case in most provocative fashion: those who choose to surf at Malibu full time and do no work whatsoever are entitled to the same size basic income as everyone else.  To deny it to them on grounds that they do no work is to discriminate against a particular form of the good life that some choose – something that no liberal system of just social arrangements should do.


Rawls did not really address this question explicitly before he added leisure time to the social primary goods to cope with it.  Nor did Dworkin address it explicitly.  However, there always seemed implicit in Rawls a negative answer to the question.  He stresses that as long as social arrangements are just individuals have a duty to cooperate with them.  Certainly working some seems part of the notion of  “cooperation.”  Of course if social arrangements are unjust then non-cooperation may be just.  For example, during the Vietnam War as part of the protest movement against it many middle class students signed up for welfare in order to stress out the fiscal system and bring about greater justice.  Conceivably that was justified.  However, Van Parijs makes the strong claim that just social arrangements require equal basic income payments to all – including the voluntarily unemployed.


Rawls built justice as fairness in part on Kantian foundations and Kant’s categorical imperative seems germane here.  If everyone insisted on a basic income stipend without working, society would collapse because the consumption needed to sustain all individuals requires some work.  Hence the notion of basic incomes to all of those who choose not to work seems immoral or unethical in the sense of Kant.


Van Parijs makes a case for a basic income stipend level somewhere between the equal external resources level of Dworkin and the difference principle governed level of Rawls.  In so doing he says:  “But if one assumes, as real-libertarians insist one must, that people can be held responsible for their tastes, letting Crazy get a higher income because she is less happy than others is illegitimate.”  Here he stresses that an egalitarianism that begins with the equal resources notion differs from the equal happiness notion of a welfare or utilitarian approach, and that much seems sensible.  However, if we need to make Crazy responsible for her expensive consumption tastes why don’t we need to make Lazy equally responsible for his expensive tastes for leisure?  It is a little hard here to see what kind of notion of “responsibility” is behind the proposal to support the Malibu surfing life with a stipend equal in size to the one received by those who work. 


What frustrates one about the Van Parijs defense of the good surfing life, or stipends for the voluntarily unemployed, is that it seems too strong an argument.  A weaker argument might begin by insisting upon stipends for the involuntarily unemployed and under employed.  Certainly it is plausible that labor markets do not always clear – both for the reasons that Van Parijs articulates and for the same reason that other markets may not clear.  In the labor market context, the Arrow-Debreu sufficient conditions for the availability of an equilibrium allocation include the condition that all agents have at least some of each skill that gets marketed – clearly a notion that is nowise real. 


The problem of stipends for the voluntarily unemployed then seems to fall outside the realm of moral principle for egalitarians.  If we choose to be generous and offer stipends to the voluntarily unemployed on the grounds that being generous might encourage them to become responsible and work some that is fine.  However, psychology does not yet have sufficient instrumental knowledge to assure us that such generosity will achieve its desired goal of inducing responsibility.  Some surfers may choose to work some and some may not.  The situation is roughly akin to the one Rawls considered: must justice as fairness tolerate the intolerant?  His answer was roughly that contract theorists might choose to tolerate the intolerant out of generosity in hopes of inducing them to become tolerant, but that there is no moral obligation in justice as fairness to tolerate the intolerant.  Similarly egalitarian moral principle does not appear to compel support for basic income stipends to support the good surfer life.  


Van Parijs, like ordinary libertarians, tends to overstate what economics has found real markets can accomplish.  If the Arrow-Debreu conditions are satisfied then an equilibrium allocation is available.  However, even if the Arrow-Debreu conditions make an equilibrium allocation available the economic stability theory than would assure that it is eventually achieved has yet to be shown consistent with the Arrow-Debreu conditions.  Furthermore, the Arrow-Debreu conditions are rarely a plausible description of real economies.  In the case of the labor market, in addition to requiring that all workers have some of each skill, the Arrow-Debreu conditions require no externalities.  But as Van Parijs makes clear, it is the many non-pecuniary aspects of jobs that may be precisely the issue in trying to deal with the failure of labor markets to clear.  Economics, in its current state of underdevelopment, provides no assurance that a basic income could cash out a non-clearing labor market to a just equilibrium (via a hypothetical auction).  Something more than a market solution (hypothetical or not) seems required to open access for all to the good life that involves the work that they are qualified and want to do.


Besides over-rating cash transfers as remedies for the failure of labor markets to deliver just equilibria, both Dworkin and Van Parijs fail to take account of forms of capital not yet discussed.  They do take account of capital that can take its form in money assets – external resources say.  And they also take account of so-called internal resources – say human capital – or perhaps developed talents.  However, credentials also translate into different income streams. Of two people with equal internal resources the person with the more elite-school credentials usually gets the larger income stream.  Also, so-called social capital – who one knows – tends to translate into job and income stream differences.  Any egalitarian attempt to remedy labor market outcomes should somehow remove these unjust disparities as well.


Finally, defenders of basic incomes often fail to adequately analyze the historical nature of the forms of capital that they do take into account.  For example, defenders of basic incomes often point to the Alaska program that divides equally among all citizens the proceeds from off-shore oil leases as a successful basic income program that say leaves Alaska with the lowest poverty rate of all the U. S. states.  However, oil was discovered off shore of Alaska on a sea floor that was publicly owned or held in common.  A decision was made to equally share the proceeds.  Had it been decided to direct them to citizens inversely based on some criterion of means the state might have even a better poverty standing among its peers than it now has.  

More importantly, it is hard to see how a program that allocates the proceeds of already publicly held resources can be much guide in setting up a program that will have to draw on privately held resources for the funds to distribute as basic incomes.  To fund a basic income from historically privately held resources necessitates more justification, and certainly will encounter more political difficulties, than to fund one from newly discovered but publicly held resources.  To suggest that the luck of the Alaskans in finding oil in their sea somehow proves the value of a basic income program is to make a fixed idea of basic incomes.   

Beyond Real Libertarianism in a Closer Approach to the Ideals of Socialism

It is worth sketching what in historical attempts at the ideals of socialism egalitarians ought to reject.  First and foremost are the non-democratic dimensions of historical socialist regimes.  Rule by a vanguard party is not desirable.  Some form of constitutional majority rule representative democracy – either parliamentary or presidential – seems necessary for realizing the ideals of socialism.  

The obvious said, there is then the difficulty that what the majority wants may not be just.  So we need some form of minority rights that could certainly include some version of real freedom - egalitarians should favor this I think.  As I have argued, my own sense is that the desirable form of real freedom should surely be built around a social minimum of some kind but that the transfers to achieve the minimum needn’t be unrelated to means and needn’t be unrelated to willingness to work.  Just as civic freedoms require some implicit civic responsibilities – e.g. speech is free but one can’t yell “fire” in a crowded theatre – so too real freedom might reasonably be linked to some form of responsibility.  For example, basic income might be conditioned on willingness to work. 

Next, the bureaucratic nature of the historical socialist regimes is to be avoided and to the extent that such bureaucracy results in part from public ownership of the means of production that too is to be avoided.  That said it does not follow of course that there should never be public ownership – the national parks seem a clear example of sensible public ownership.  Nor does it follow that private ownership should take the most extreme forms advocated say by the ordinary libertarians, e.g., a 0% inheritance tax.  A 100% inheritance tax certainly abridges private ownership of the means of production considerably without reaching full public ownership.  Under such a regime, capitalism is a form of social arrangements based on individuals not families.  Each generation starts anew in equal real freedom.  Of the two forms of capitalism – one based on individuals or one based on families – the form based on individuals seems more desirable from a real libertarian or egalitarian perspective.  Once inheritance tax dips below 100% over the generations those in certain families acquire more real freedom than others.  Yet it is also true that something like the difference principle seems a reasonable prudential guide for departures from the 100% inheritance tax.

Bureaucracies, because they abridge freedom to no good end, should be avoided.  However, it is also true that mere transfers of resources in money form are not likely to move all non-equilibrium market outcomes to just allocations favored by egalitarians.  We need some non-bureaucratic social institutions or arrangements that are neither mere money transfer mechanisms nor markets, to reproduce over the generations an egalitarian society that is built roughly around some version of equal resources.

It seems to me that the transfer branch of government should be aiming at some sort of balance of the three senses of equality considered earlier – a high minimum income, a high median income, and a low spread of income – or possibly wealth substituted for income.  Since maximizing three objective functions simultaneously is not mathematically tractable we cannot hope for some precise optimum here.  Further, economics is not sufficiently developed to give us precise arguments and their functional forms for the objective functions.  But in the spirit of Rawls we can take a large social minimum as a lexicographically first desideratum.

With the previously considered set of data on Manhattan, Paris, and Tokyo I showed that the average income of the neighborhood with the lowest average was higher in Tokyo than in Manhattan than in Paris.  However, this could well reflect in some sense democratic choices made by the three societies as to how to balance the three features of the income distribution.  For example, in a period just after the data were generated, the French voted to set 35 hours as a standard length for a week of employment.  Such a decision might conceivably result in lower incomes for the least advantaged Paris income group compared to their Manhattan counterpart but would merely be a legitimate political expression of a different tendency of the two peoples to prefer labor over leisure.

Rawls mentions that “from each according to his abilities and to each according to her needs” has sometimes been elevated from popular precept to governing principle and I think, cautiously interpreted, it could help to guide the U. S. transfer system.  That is to say, on the tax side the precept suggests that taxes – mainly income and inherited wealth taxes - should be graduated.  That is the way to equalize the internal resource distribution that the natural lottery achieves and the unequal real freedom that a non-100% inheritance tax might allow to grow.  We have such taxes already.  The political task here for egalitarians is somehow to reverse the drift toward reducing the graduated nature of these taxes that has taken hold over the last few decades.  The difference principle should act as our brake in this movement toward higher marginal tax rates at the top.  The move should be gradual so as not to result in any sharp unanticipated reductions in revenues that the unreliable economic science that we do have might or might not well predict.  For the historical moment, however, it would be a wondrous accomplishment just to halt the slide toward lesser equality that has been underway for sometime.  Getting things going in the opposite direction is a task for the future. 

It seems to me that on the benefit side in the U. S. egalitarians ought to focus on at least a minimum income of our so-called poverty line for all of those willing to work.  We have a long way to go to reach such a goal.  Clearly, achieving it will require considerable transfers from market outcomes.  What mechanisms should we employ to achieve the goal?  Again, we already have many such mechanisms in place.  I don’t think that either justice or egalitarianism properly conceived should favor some of these particular devices over others.  We have a variety of methods, some associated with the graduated income tax and some not, that could be put to the task.  These include benefit programs such as the earned income tax credit, child tax credit, unemployment benefits, food stamps, disability benefits, and health insurance, housing, and day care subsidies as well as the minimum wage.  On the tax side in addition to the graduated income tax we have an unfortunately fast eroding graduated inheritance tax. 

 Conceivably we could use new programs such as a basic income.  Administratively that could be tacked on to the graduated income tax.  However, at the present historical moment the problem seems less a need for new programs than that the U. S. is retreating on the levels of stipends for existing benefit programs, and the level of taxation that supplies the revenues to fund those programs.  I think that U. S. egalitarians should favor increasing the benefit stipends associated with each of the transfer program mentioned above, as well as favor raising the minimum wage.  Some of the programs are means-tested, something that “from each according to her abilities and to each according to her needs” does not rule out.  For the same amount of tax revenue a means-tested benefit distribution program can reduce the amount income spread more than can one in which the stipend is the same for all.  However, we certainly need to try to minimize the damage to the self-respect of the benefit recipients.  Toward that end, the more of the transfer programs that can be tied into the graduated income tax in the form of “negative” taxes inversely related to income the better.  Also egalitarians should call for a halt in the erosion of the graduated income and inheritance taxes, and also push for a restoration of graduated income and inheritance taxes recently diminished in order to fund the increases in benefit stipends.

In contrast to the real libertarianism of Van Parijs, the first piece of the socialist precept - “from each according to his abilities” – connotes an element of social reciprocity or productive responsibilities of individuals.  That both real libertarianism and the socialist precept originate with Marx means that Marx may not always have been fully consistent or, that elucidating various strands of some of his inchoate thoughts may result in contradictions.  The essential question here is what is the moral status of the precept: all citizens are entitled to an income?  Is it like the precept: all citizens of a democracy are entitled to vote?  If so then maybe insistence on a willingness-to-work requirement in exchange for an income stipend is akin to the illegitimate insistence on a literacy requirement as a precondition for voting.  If, however, the right to an income is like the right to free speech then maybe insistence on a willingness-to-work requirement is no less legitimate that conditioning free speech on not crying fire in a crowded theatre.  I see no real basis in moral theory for judging which of these two statuses a willingness-to-work requirement should have.

In the absence of a moral theory resolution of the issue of a willingness-to-work requirement for income stipends, is it legitimate to appeal to how such a requirement would or would not impede the enactment or enhancement of the income stipends?  Elsewhere I have argued that one thing that blocked a negative income tax enactment in the U. S. was insistence by many proponents that there be no willingness-to-work requirement.  To be sure, there were also those who opposed such a tax on grounds that all redistribution is illegitimate or on grounds that those who would receive benefits were lazy African American who should not be coddled.  However, I think there is a portion of the electorate whose version of the good life includes the notion that one should first try to help oneself before getting help from others.  It does not mollify these voters to point out that they too would qualify for the basic income unconditioned on the willingness-to-work requirement.  To them this is asking them to vote for a law that allows them to act in a socially irresponsible manner.  Of course liberalism holds that these voters should not be able to impose their version of the good life on others.  Yet one could also argue that the version of the good life that includes income stipends for those who spend the day surfing is irresponsible and hence illegitimate.

“From each according to her abilities” also has a little bit of a perfectionist connotation that is at odds with liberalism.  That is, perhaps it suggests that someone with the rare ability to conduct a medical breakthrough that extends the life of many would be irresponsible to become a cab driver instead – a job that many can do well.  In other words, maybe it suggests that one has an obligation to “live up to your potential.”  I think that such a non-liberal interpretation of the socialist precept is possible but that one can also give the precept a liberal interpretation.  That is, each person has a set of abilities and talents and they are obliged only to implement the portion of them that they prefer as long as that portion includes some implementation that involves an element of being-for-others that others welcome.  In practice the proxy for that social element is earned income but it could reasonably be extended to volunteer work in institutions that help others but have insufficient resources to pay its volunteers.  Extending it to surfing with one’s pals at Malibu, however, may step beyond the line of responsibly remunerated actions.

Of course the distinction between “voluntary” and “involuntary” unemployment is not so easy to draw in practice.  Is someone who has sent out thousands of resumes with no response, and has therefore decided to stop looking for work, “voluntarily” unemployed?  If the defeat in the search has made them bitter and disinclined to look are they “willing to work”?  Who decides “willingness” – the unemployed person or someone else?  Who decides if a disability is sufficient to qualify one for a stipend without working – the disabled person or someone else?  These are all difficult questions but questions that existing programs give imperfect answers to.  Conceivably on efficiency grounds it would make more sense to just stop trying to make those distinctions and give all a basic income – lifetime surfers included – basic income unrelated to work.  The drawback of such a move would be its sacrifice of socially valuable reciprocity.  

Real libertarianism expends great concern on the issue of coerced work but neglects the equally problematic issue of coerced non-work.  Many conceptions of the good life involve a certain sort of career or job life.  However, if what I have argued earlier is right labor markets may often chronically fail to clear over long periods leading to people qualified for jobs being unable to fulfill their conceptions of the good life.  Van Parijs sees this primarily in terms of the monopoly rents that those holding the excessively demanded jobs may be extracting.  His proposed solution is to somehow capture these rents for the basic income stipend fund.  But it is simply unclear that such stipends can somehow compensate for the chronic failure of labor markets to clear.  When a market fails to clear some people get what, subject to their budget constraints, they prefer and some do not.  It is far from clear whether a shift in budget constraint deals with the problem of unequal resources devoted to fulfillment of individual life plans.  Such could be the case only when the resource involved, that is the unattained job, somehow cashes out.  

A first way to see the chronically non-clearing job market might be as a failure of equal employment opportunity of some kind.  Suppose first that in the chronically non-clearing job market in which only some of those equally qualified applicants for a given job type get such a job, it is those with the fancier credentials or more social capital that are getting the jobs.  One might then introduce relatively non-bureaucratic measures to end the job market discrimination on the basis of credentials and connections.  Employers might be required to search out for, and include in, their pools of qualified applicants those from non-elite schools and outside their boy/girl networks in much the way they now do this on race and gender grounds.  Once the qualified applicant pool was constituted, they might be required to fill the positions by choosing from the qualified applicant pool at random.  These two steps would seem to give a sense to “equal opportunity” that would eliminate discrimination on the basis of credentials and connections. 

Even with discrimination based on credentials and connections eliminated only some of the qualified would get the jobs to fulfill their life plans when the labor market is chronically non-clearing.  A second way to see the chronically non-clearing job market might be as a chronic shortage of jobs.  A relatively non-bureaucratic way to deal with such a shortage might be some sort of system of voluntary job rationing along with a re-conceptualization of jobs.  For example, suppose that in a given labor market the equally qualified applicants for jobs are chronically double in number the number of available jobs.  Suppose also that a career for the participants in the labor market with the chronic shortage has historically been 40 years.  Any short-term attempt to deal with the problem may be too disruptive and dash the justified expectations of those who have been in the profession for some time.  Over the long-term though, one could gradually transform the nature of the job as people retire.  Rather than a full-time job for forty years the job might become a full-time job for twenty years followed by a continued affiliation with the workplace as a part-time worker with an additional basic-income-type stipend.

In the U. S. at least, academic job markets in humanities, the social sciences, and sometimes mathematics have experienced chronic, or at least periodic, supply excesses over the last several decades.  For example, in the 1980s Nathan Glazer once wrote a paper in which he observed that his impression was that all of the most qualified applicants for sociology positions at Harvard (where he taught) seemed to him at least as qualified as he was.  More recently, the Columbia University English professor James Shapiro has noted similar over-supply in the field of English.  He has asked his colleagues to consider a rethinking of the nature of career paths and has suggested that he himself – currently in his 40s – has decided that fairness requires semi-retirement at the beginning of his 60s to make room for more people in the field.  His colleagues have met his call to set an example of early semi-retirement to make room for others with responses that range from skepticism to hostility.  However, these are the kind of responses one would expect from non-egalitarians to an egalitarian proposal.  Many in the upper income and wealth brackets usually routinely denounce proposals that they share a portion of their resources with others.   

Summary and Conclusion
I began by placing real libertarianism within the framework of the thought of Marx’s Capital as well as recent moral philosophers like John Rawls and Ronald Dworkin.  I argued that real libertarianism extends the thinking of Rawls on justice as fairness and Dworkin on equality of resources.  Real libertarianism attempts to specify conditions of equality of labor market freedom for all consistent with Marx’s concern that workers without assets other than their labor are not properly deemed “free”.  


I argued that the work of Rawls and Dworkin suggested that three senses of “equality” are important.  First, a high social minimum is the concern of the difference principle.  Second, something like a high median would be evidence that a typical individual is doing well.  Third, a low measure of spread is roughly the concern of equality of resources.  Interest in these three sorts of measures of both income and wealth distributions should be the concern of egalitarians.  I showed that there is little evidence of a tradeoff between a measure of spread and center of the distribution of income where the income distributions are those of a set of U. N. countries.  At the city level I showed that Manhattan achieves a higher median average neighborhood income than Paris and Tokyo but has a lower minimum neighborhood income than Tokyo but not Paris.


I made a case that underdevelopment in the social sciences makes for problems for both the application of the difference principle of Rawls and the hypothetical auctions of Dworkin.  Does allowing entrepreneurs to retain wealth or legacy admissions at elite colleges ultimately benefit the disadvantaged?  To claim “yes” requires reliance on statements of cause and effect relations that social science is not yet sufficiently developed to establish.  Does the Dworkin hypothetical auction, whose outcome a graduated income tax mimics, result in an equilibrium?  Economics, in its highest form of development to date, leave the question unanswered.


I put forward the case for an equal basic income for all, unconditioned on means or work and then I criticized it.  I argued that if one had less than a 100% inheritance tax to satisfy the difference principle then only unequal income stipends could achieve something akin to equal real labor market freedom for all.  I also argued that not all means-tested, but only self-esteem destroying means tested programs, are ruled out by the ideals of socialism and a decent egalitarianism.  Finally, I maintained that real libertarianism as propounded by Van Parijs has an inconsistency.  It holds those who work a lot and don’t want to pay taxes responsible for their expensive consumption tastes but fails to hold anyone responsible for his or her preference for leisure over labor.  I also made a case that basic income support for those who prefer not to work is not a matter of principle.  If we choose to be generous and provide it, fine, but not doing so violates no moral precepts.  And I claimed that a central weakness of real libertarianism is its greater concern for compulsory labor than for compulsory non-labor.


I ended by arguing that the socialist precept “from each according to her abilities, to each according to her needs” might sometimes be as useful a guide for egalitarians within capitalism as is the real libertarian extrapolation of Marx’s critique in Capital.  In the U. S. the graduated income and inheritance taxes and many benefit programs form a transfer system that could create greater equality in the three senses previously considered.  However, of late the drift has been in the opposite direction – reductions in the progressive nature, if not the outright elimination, of the taxes as well as a reduction in the benefits.  Thinking around the notion “from each according to his abilities, to each according his needs” might help egalitarians to stem and reverse the recent drift.  Finally, on the question of compulsory non-labor I suggested that we consider fostering the ideas of academics like James Shapiro who see the need for people not to hog scarce labor market assets.  Shapiro has suggested a program of voluntary semi-retirement to make room for younger people in chronically non-clearing academic labor markets.  Developing that idea into policy proposals for phasing in voluntary job-rationing programs for chronically non-clearing labor markets might be good, if probably unremunerated, work for egalitarians.    

