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A Basic Income Guarantee as Justice and as Morality
Nicolaus Tideman

There are two types of reasons why citizens might implement a Basic Income Guarantee (BIG).  They might implement a BIG because they understood that justice required it.  Or they might implement a BIG because their moral sense of required it.  (They might also implement a BIG partly out of justice and partly out of morality.)  
A BIG based on Justice

When a BIG proposal is an expression of justice, the advocates of the BIG are saying, “This is not a matter of something that we might want to do for our poorer fellow citizens.  This is something that we owe them, something that we ought to do whether we want to or not, like granting freedom of speech to all of our fellow citizens.”

How, you may ask, could it be that people are owed a BIG?  There are at least two possibilities.

A BIG derived from equal rights to natural opportunities

One way in which a theory of justice can lead to an obligation to provide a BIG is through the idea of equal rights to natural opportunities, that is, equal rights to the things of value that no one made.  The rental value that land would have if it were unimproved, the value of water rights, mineral rights, fishing rights, spectrum rights, and other such natural opportunities (after allowance for proper compensation for discoverers) represent of fund of value that, under a plausible theory of justice, should be shared equally by all persons in all generations.  If this theory is accepted, then it follows that all citizens are owed a BIG.
A Contractarian BIG

Another way that a theory of justice can lead to a BIG is through the contractarian idea that it is just to require people to abide by the rules that they would find attractive if they did not know how their abilities would compare to those of others.  If this idea is combined with the idea that people who did not know their relative abilities would find it attractive to have a BIG financed by an income tax, then you have a theory in which justice requires a society to implement a BIG financed by an income tax.  Ronald Dworkin’s theory of justice
 provides one example of such a theory.
Counter-arguments Based on Justice
When justice is the basis is of an argument that a society should have a BIG, any counter-arguments should be based on justice as well.  If the argument for the BIG is based on the idea of equal rights to natural opportunities, then the counter-argument would need to be that people do not have equal rights to natural opportunities, or that even though they do have equal rights to natural opportunities, those rights are recognized in some other way and need not be reflected in a BIG.  Similarly, if the argument for the BIG is the contractarian argument, then the counter-argument would need to be that people do not have a right to impose on their fellow citizens the rules that they would find attractive if they did not know their relative talents, or that people who did not know their relative talents would not find a BIG attractive.
However the arguments went back and forth, the nature of the argument would be:  What rights do people have, and are those rights adequately respected?  It would not be a matter of whether citizens wanted to offer a BIG, but rather whether there was an obligation to provide a BIG that needed to be honored.
A BIG based on Morality
Contrast the situation above with the one that arises when a BIG based on morality is proposed.  Perhaps the citizens can’t agree on a theory of justice that leads to an obligation or provide a BIG.  Or perhaps they have decided that in this community citizens will pool their BIG claims and use the money to provide public goods.  Or perhaps they have a BIG based on justice but some citizens wish to propose a bigger BIG.  In any case, the advocates of this particular BIG understand that no argument based entirely on justice is available to them.
Furthermore, for this BIG some source of financing from productive activity is needed, most likely an income tax or a sales tax.  How do the advocates of a BIG make a case for taxing productive activity to finance the BIG they propose?
The argument based on morality does require one component of support from justice.  The advocates of the BIG based on morality need to argue that justice gives the people of a community a right to tax themselves, to obtain funds with which to provide themselves with the public services that they choose.  This may be controversial.  However, the best argument for this proposition arises when the jurisdiction that is to be taxes and provided with public services is a relatively local one that is easy for people to escape from if they do like their fellow citizens’ choices of taxes and public goods.
If the jurisdiction in question is one from which it is easy to leave, then the citizens have a reasonable claim that justice ought to allow them to organize their public life in a way that permits them to provide themselves with the public services they want, financed by the taxes that they have chosen.  With this established, the advocates of the BIG are then able to argue:  Isn’t it part of a good society to share one another’s burdens?  Isn’t it good to live in a society where those who have no market income will still be able to subsist?  Isn’t the most convenient way to accomplish this to levy a tax on income or sales?  This is not a BIG that is obligatory, but rather one that is argued to be desired and permitted.
While such an argument may or may not be persuasive, it is perfectly coherent.  It is based on an attempt to draw on a shared understanding of the characteristics of a good society, combined with the claim that, at least when exit is easy, people have a right to provide themselves with the public services they want by levying the taxes that they choose.
Conclusion
In any political effort to implement a BIG, it can reasonably be expected that purity of argument will be lost.  People will form political coalitions in which some people favor a BIG for some reasons, while others favor it for other reasons.  But in the intellectual debate there is reason to separate different arguments for a BIG that are logically incompatible with one another.  Thus the advocates of a BIG can be asked:  Are you talking about a BIG that is required by justice or one that we find attractive because of our moral sensibilities?  
If the BIG is required by justice, is it because people have equal rights to natural opportunities, or is it because people have a right to the benefits of the rules than everyone would find attractive before they knew their personal circumstances?  To me, there is a profound difference between these two justice-based arguments for a BIG.  It seems eminently sensible to me that all people have equal rights to natural opportunities.  On the other hand, it seems to me profoundly unjust to claim that a person can be deprived of a portion of what she produces on the ground that she would have found such a rule attractive if she had not known her personal circumstances.  Such a claim denies the relevance of the arguments made by the person objecting to power exercised over her—she can be dismissed as biased by self interest.

The BIG that is advocated on the basis of morality has a superficial resemblance to the BIG advocated from a contractarian perspective.  Both involve taxing those who do well to support those with the least.  But the contractarian justification insists that justice requires the BIG, while the moral argument is that the BIG is attractive, something that the community would reasonably want to do.  I hope that the BIG advocates will maintain clarity with respect to which of the possible arguments for a BIG they endorse.
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