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INTRODUCTION

Is there a moral obligation to reduce differences in income and wealth?
There is an egalitarian tradition that condemns these differences, partic-
ularly as they arise in free-market capitalist society, as unfair or unjust.
The opponents of this view argue that the material disparities of capitalist
society have been brought about by voluntary mechanisms and thus
accord with the freely exercised liberties of its citizens. Hence, they con-
clude that capitalist inequality is not vulnerable to the ethical complaints
of its critics. Furthermore, they maintain that the standard of living achieved
as a by-product of the marketplace and its inequalities could not be
adequately reproduced under egalitarian institutions.

The thirteen essays in this volume, written by prominent economists,
philosophers, and academic lawyers, assess the empirical and theoretical
questions raised by inequalities of income and wealth. Some of the essays
consider empirical claims about the amount of equality in modern market
economies, assessing the allegation that income and wealth have become
more unequally distributed in the past quarter-century. Other essays con-
sider the extent to which various government initiatives can ameliorate
the problems inequality putatively poses. Some of the essays consider
which standards of equality meet the requirements of distributive justice.
Still others ask if inequality is intrinsically immoral regardless of its
consequences.

The first two essays in this collection examine theoretical and practical
considerations that arise from the welfare state’s attempts to help the
poor. In “Egalitarianism and Welfare-State Redistribution,” Daniel Sha-
piro begins by noting that private charity is a serious rival to the welfare
state. Contemporary egalitarians generally assume, however, that aiding
those who are poor through no fault of their own requires government
provision of aid. As welfare-state redistribution relies on coercive trans-
fers, while private charity relies on voluntary transfers, Shapiro examines
both sorts of aid provision by assessing the justness of each type of
transfer. A system of coercive transfers takes some income and wealth
that was accumulated through individuals’ choices and voluntarily as-
sumed risks, and this is unjust on egalitarian grounds. While a system of
voluntary transfers will also involve injustice, since some who would be
obligated to transfer income and wealth will not do so, egalitarians lack
theoretical grounds for arguing that this injustice is worse than that as-
sociated with coercive transfers. Furthermore, Shapiro argues, private
charities are more effective than state programs in helping those disad-
vantaged through no fault of their own. Unlike bureaucratic state agen-
cies, private organizations have more flexibility in designing policies and
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viii INTRODUCTION

are better able to monitor their policies’ effects. After laying out these
arguments, Shapiro presents a pair of ways in which proponents of the
welfare state might respond. Nongovernmental forms of aid, they could
argue, cannot by themselves provide enough resources to alleviate the
problems of poverty; alternatively, they might contend that welfare-state
policies express a shared social commitment to justice that private charity
fails to convey. In analyzing both of these claims, Shapiro argues that they
suffer from serious flaws. As a result, he concludes, egalitarians should
view a system of private charity in a much more favorable light.

In “Does the Welfare State Help the Poor?” Tyler Cowen considers how
the American welfare state affects the poor. He first discusses the amount
of money transferred to lower-income individuals, finding that it is small
relative to the total stock of U.S. wealth. Those favoring the contemporary
welfare state are, therefore, supporting an outcome that is not extremely
egalitarian, nor does the system provide substantial aid to its recipients.
While some conservatives and libertarians, led by the work of Charles
Murray and others, claim that the welfare state has significant negative
effects on aid recipients, Cowen contends that this argument suffers from
poor empirical justification and relies on questionable theoretical assump-
tions. The prima facie belief that monetary transfers make recipients bet-
ter off is, he says, a correct one, and the most plausible claim concerning
the U.S. welfare state’s effects on those it serves is that these effects are
limited, but positive. But this, Cowen states, is not the end of the story, for
the welfare state damages the interests of the poor—the poor more gen-
erally, not just current aid recipients—in two significant respects. First,
economic growth is far better than the welfare state at lifting people out
of poverty. As a result, to the extent that the welfare state lowers future
levels of economic growth—and the evidence suggests that it does—
people in the future will be worse off than they might have been. Second,
the American welfare state operates without regard for much poorer
individuals abroad. If the United States were truly egalitarian, it would
reject its current welfare policies and instead send money to other na-
tions, allow for significantly more immigration, or both. From these ar-
guments concerning the future poor and the foreign poor, Cowen concludes
that if the U.S. welfare state is to be defended, it must be done on non-
egalitarian grounds.

The next three essays each use empirical data to reach different con-
clusions about the extent, direction, and desirability of inequality in the
United States in the previous few decades. In “The Stagnating Fortunes of
the Middle Class,” Edward N. Wolff details a number of disturbing eco-
nomic changes that the United States underwent in the last quarter of the
twentieth century. Between 1973 and 1998, real wages declined by 9 per-
cent. After doubling between 1947 and 1973, real median family income
grew by only 12 percent in the next twenty-five years. Inequality of family
income, which stood virtually unchanged between the end of World War
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II and the late 1960s, has been increasing sharply ever since. Though
current policy discussions emphasize that we could increase income and
reduce inequality by educating the labor force better, Wolff raises doubts
about the efficacy of this potential solution. The problematic statistics just
cited, Wolff points out, emerged as the United States underwent a signif-
icant rise in educational attainment. Even though average levels of edu-
cation rose—and educational opportunities improved for societal groups
that had historically lagged behind —these gains did not lead to a more
equitable society. Wolff goes on to consider the claim that the stock mar-
ket boom of the late 1990s led to wealth gains for the lower classes.
Examining historical statistics on stock ownership, Wolff contends that
the middle class and the poor by and large did not share in the benefits
of that bull market. Faced with the increasing inequality of American
society, and the fact that programs aimed at fostering educational ad-
vancement do not seem to effectively address this problem, Wolff closes
his essay by advocating a different set of remedies: direct subsidies for the
poorest Americans; tax relief for the middle class; and legal reforms to
strengthen the labor movement.

Like Wolff, Donald R. Deere and Finis Welch begin their essay, “Inequal-
ity, Incentives, and Opportunity,” by noting recent increases in U.S. wage
inequality. Nevertheless, they point out, people seem satisfied with the
status quo. Why? Distinguishing opportunity from actual achievement,
Deere and Welch suggest that what people truly care about is equality of
opportunity. Surveying the empirical evidence on inequality of achieve-
ment, Deere and Welch argue that over the last thirty years, an increase
in the wage differential between college graduates and high school grad-
uates led to increased investment in education. This was good: unequal
wages provided people with an incentive to act in ways that were more
productive from a societal standpoint. Yet the authors point out that cir-
cumstances can create incentives that are more problematic. For example,
because a social safety net lowers the relative value of work in comparison
to unemployment, one should expect that the expansion of the U.S. wel-
fare state in the 1960s would have reduced people’s incentive to work.
In support of this expectation, Deere and Welch show that after the 1960s,
employment among men with the lowest wage potential dropped. After
making these points about inequality of achievement, the authors present
empirical evidence on inequality of opportunity. The recent shrinking of
the wage gaps between blacks and whites and between women and men
implies, they contend, that wage differences emerge more from differ-
ences in individual actions than from uncontrollable individual charac-
teristics. Economic opportunity, in other words, has become more equal.
Given that inequality of achievement is not necessarily a bad thing, and
that equality of opportunity has increased, Deere and Welch conclude that
the economic changes in the United States over the past thirty years have
been largely for the good.
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X INTRODUCTION

In “Misunderstanding Distribution,” Young Back Choi notes that social
critics in the United States are much more concerned than the general
public is about unequal distribution of income and wealth. For these
critics, Choi claims, inequality is wrong and undesirable, and collective
action is needed to reduce it. Choi attributes these critics’ concerns to
three perceptions: that the United States has excessive inequality, that the
competition displayed in the marketplace is rigged to favor the rich, and
that inequality is unjust. Drawing on empirical evidence, Choi contests
each of these claims. First, he argues that the critics’ estimates of the
extent of income and wealth inequality are exaggerated. Once biases built
into the data are properly accounted for—that is, once we adjust for
factors such as household size, income fluctuations, and so on—we find
that estimates of income inequality drop. Likewise, differences in wealth
look smaller once we account for things like the value of entitlement
programs and of human capital. Turning to the second claim, Choi points
out that the critics’ assertions that the marketplace is unfair revolve around
certain empirical beliefs —namely, that income and wealth are becoming
increasingly polarized over time, and that income mobility is relatively
low. Yet Choi suggests that inequality, after rising in the 1980s and early
1990s, has remained relatively stable; furthermore, income mobility is
quite high. Lastly, he addresses the claim that inequality is unjust. Here,
Choi argues that social critics find inequality of income and wealth to be
a sign of injustice because they fail to appreciate how profit comes about
and how the quest for profits benefits society. Choi concludes his essay by
briefly noting that critics’ misunderstandings on all of these matters are
paired with another important misunderstanding: the critics fail to ade-
quately consider the dire economic consequences that a nation would
suffer were it to attempt to engage in thoroughgoing equalization of
income and wealth.

One tool governments use in trying to reduce inequality is progressive
taxation. In “Can Anyone Beat the Flat Tax?” Richard A. Epstein explores
the pros and cons of the flat tax, progressive taxation’s most prominent
rival in recent years, and determines that it fares well as a matter of both
equity and efficiency. Ordinary private firms use flat systems of assess-
ment to support their own collective expenditures. They do this because
flat systems offer overall administrative simplicity: while it might be
“fairer” to try to make each individual’s payment into a venture corre-
spond to the subjective value he derives from it, this goal is difficult to
accomplish in practice. Dividing a venture’s costs in a flat fashion, though
perhaps less fair, is vastly easier, and such a system'’s increased ease may
well compensate for its lower degree of fairness. The flax tax would serve
the same goal in the public arena, where it would be superior to the more
complex taxation arrangements presently in place. The flat tax represents
a rough effort to tax citizens in proportion to the benefits that they receive
from government. Yet at the same time, the flat tax also allows for limited
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INTRODUCTION xi

amounts of redistribution based on need. Proponents of progressive tax-
ation argue that a flat tax does not generate an optimal level of redistri-
bution. However, even if we put aside important questions about a state’s
right to coercively redistribute its citizens’ assets, Epstein claims, progres-
sive taxation’s proponents will have a difficult time showing that the
costs of their system, in terms of harmful incentives and administrative
expenses, will outweigh its redistributive benefits. The flat tax’s overall
simplicity makes it a suitable replacement: though it might not be the
ideal system in theory, our real-world circumstances make it extremely
attractive.

Even if we could agree on which method of redistributing resources
was the most practical, this would still leave open to question who ought
to be helped and the extent to which they should be aided. In “Why
Justice Requires Transfers to Offset Income and Wealth Inequalities,” Rich-
ard J. Arneson examines two candidate principles of justice, exploring
their plausibility in light of their implications. According to “sufficientar-
ianism,” justice requires that as many people as possible, of all those who
will ever live, experience a “good enough” quality of life. In contrast,
“prioritarianism” asserts that justice requires us to maximize a function of
human well-being that gives more weight to securing gains in well-being
for those who are worse off. Arneson argues that the prioritarian view is
the superior of the two. Intuitively, it seems plausible to deny, as suffi-
cientarians do, that how one’s condition compares to that of others is in
itself morally important. Yet sufficientarianism runs into trouble on a
number of levels. First, it is difficult to specify a nonarbitrary definition of
the good-enough quality of life. Examining the efforts of prominent suf-
ficientarians such as Michael Walzer and Martha Nussbaum, Arneson
argues that their accounts, the most plausible in the literature, fail. Sec-
ond, even if it were possible to devise a satisfactory definition of the
good-enough quality of life, the sufficientarian doctrine generates coun-
terintuitive conclusions. A committed sufficientarian gives lexical priority
to ensuring that people have good-enough lives, and it is easy to con-
struct hypothetical cases that make this lexical priority look unappealing.
Though one can construct modified versions of sufficientarianism that
deal with this latter problem, Arneson argues that these versions them-
selves face serious problems of their own. After rejecting sufficientarian-
ism, Arneson briefly discusses his preferred version of prioritarianism,
which gives special attention to helping not simply those who are worse
off, but those who are worse off through no fault of their own.

In “The Importance of Being Sufficiently Equal,” James K. Galbraith
analyzes the reasons why inequalities of income and wealth are bad.
Looking first at income inequality, Galbraith argues that because income
inequality is associated with high rates of poverty, it is aesthetically ugly.
Furthermore, more equal societies have less unemployment, less crime,
and better public services. Why, given this, do we accept inequality?
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xii INTRODUCTION

Galbraith suggests that we do so because of the influence of the textbook
view of economics, according to which attempts by government to reduce
inequality create market inefficiencies and unemployment. But this text-
book view is based on unrealistic assumptions, and we should be wary
about drawing policy conclusions based on them. If there is no general
reason in economic theory to favor large amounts of income inequality,
the question becomes whether reducing such inequality would really
have harmful effects. Canvassing studies of the United States, Europe,
and developing nations, Galbraith argues that high levels of income in-
equality in fact retard economic growth. Fortunately, the means to ensur-
ing that incomes remain relatively equal are straightforward —a minimum
wage, progressive taxation, social security programs, and publicly funded
education and health care. Turning to differences in wealth, Galbraith
suggests that the problems that arise from this sort of inequality are
political in nature. Societies with highly unequal wealth, he argues, are
always dominated by the rich, and cannot function as coherent social
units or govern themselves on legitimate terms. Political decisions reached
in such systems will generally favor the wealthy and organized, at the
expense of the common good. As a result, Galbraith maintains, for a
collection of people to be considered a society, and to function together as
a democracy, they must exhibit a sufficient degree of wealth equality. To
accomplish this, a society must provide forms of capital wealth that ev-
eryone in the society can hold. Expanding access to social security wealth,
home ownership, and education are key to a more egalitarian distribution
of wealth.

The effect of inequality on society is also the focal point of the next
essay. In “Does Inequality Matter—For Its Own Sake?” Alan Ryan starts
from the presumption that the answer to that question is no. Several
reasons support this presumption; each is connected to the idea that it
seems absurd to secure literal equality of treatment where this is obvi-
ously wasteful —doing so does no good to any of the parties whose wel-
fare is being compared. Once we tentatively reject the claim that inequality
is inherently bad, a further assessment of why inequality matters requires
an examination of inequality’s impacts. Ryan proceeds by surveying sev-
eral effects of inequality. According to Rousseau, Ryan notes, inequality
has serious psychological effects on people: because of the way human
nature combines elements of animal instinct with higher-order rational
thought, inequality creates in us a psychological war of all against all.
Furthermore, inequality has effects on political life as well. Numerous
theorists have discussed how inequalities of income and wealth lead to
inequalities in individuals’ political power. Lastly, Ryan considers certain
economic effects of inequality. Principally, he argues, it can lead to mar-
kets ignoring the desires of the poor because the purchasing power of the
wealthy makes it uneconomic to attend to those desires. These effects and
others suggest that inequality is problematic, but none demonstrates that
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inequality is inherently bad. Inequality, then, does not seem to matter for
its own sake. Ryan ends his essay, however, by suggesting one way in
which inequality might be intrinsically harmful. In a social context marked
by a strong sense of fraternity and a mutual commitment by people to one
another’s well-being, equality could have an intrinsic value as the ex-
pression of that commitment. The possibility of creating and sustaining
this sort of society is, however, another matter entirely.

The collection’s final four essays each assess other theoretical aspects of
egalitarian thought. Rawls contended that even under extreme egalitarian
assumptions, unequal shares can be justified. David Schmidtz’s essay,
“Equal Respect and Equal Shares,” provides the complementary argu-
ment that even within an otherwise nonegalitarian theory of justice, there
is room for distributing some things according to an “equal shares” prin-
ciple. He begins by briefly noting the virtues of allocating certain goods
into equal shares. Schmidtz refers here to a story used by political theorist
Bruce Ackerman: if you and I happen upon an apple tree with two apples,
and you take both of them, it seems intuitively compelling that you've
done something wrong —I should have received one of the apples. Though
intuitively compelling, this equal-shares aspect of egalitarianism is not
egalitarianism’s most important component, Schmidtz maintains. Though
the equal-shares principle’s usefulness in certain sorts of cases ensures
that the principle will play at least some role in any adequate theory of
justice, the key commitment of contemporary egalitarianism is not to an
equal-shares principle, but to a principle of equal respect. Important as
each of these aspects of egalitarian thought is, Schmidtz argues, a proper
account of justice ultimately will also make room for a rule of first pos-
session; it will have to, not because that rule is necessarily a principle of
justice in its own right, but because society would not be viable without
it. The upshot of Schmidtz’s pluralistic account of justice is a conception
that makes room for egalitarian principles, but also acknowledges that
they have limits.

In “Too Much Inequality,” Richard W. Miller begins by noting that
typical arguments egalitarians used in the 1970s and 1980s have fallen on
tough times. Key premises common to these arguments no longer appear
reasonable. Rather than give up on egalitarianism, Miller suggests that
we adopt a “fragmented” view of its foundations. On this view, reasons
to reduce economically based inequalities of various kinds emerge not
from a single overarching argument, but from aspects of various specific
relationships among parties who are unequal. Miller examines three such
relationships. First, when citizens impose rules of self-advancement that
give rise to lesser life prospects for some, the disadvantaged have reason
to complain. Second, when government policies fail to show equal con-
cern for all citizens in providing economic benefits, those whose relevant
needs are neglected have reason to object. Finally, people sharing a social
environment can find that economic inequalities conflict with the aspira-
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xiv INTRODUCTION

tion to milieus that facilitate mutual appreciation and acceptance, both in
political life and in personal interactions. In each of these three situations,
terms of interaction provide certain people with morally serious reasons
to object that a particular kind of inequality is too great; however, in all of
these situations, the terms of interaction also give others—namely, those
who benefit from the inequalities—morally serious reasons to object to
remedies as going too far in pursuit of greater equality. In each case, the
inequality that is ultimately at issue is not one of income or wealth.
Nevertheless, the reduction of income and wealth inequalities is an im-
portant part of the pursuit of economic justice—above all, because it is
appropriate to use monetary indices to monitor progress in reducing the
primary inequalities. Miller concludes his essay by claiming that justice
currently demands the reduction of inequalities in the United States on all
the dimensions he explores, and that income and wealth inequalities are
a sign of the need for such political measures and an appropriate gauge
of their success.

Eric Mack’s contribution, “Equality, Benevolence, and Responsiveness
to Agent-Relative Value,” begins with Mack’s contention that differences
in income and wealth matter morally only if they generate differences in
well-being that themselves matter morally. On Mack’s understanding,
these differences matter morally only if they are inherently morally prob-
lematic, a condition that is met only if morality includes a strong pre-
sumption on behalf of an equal distribution among individuals of what
really matters in life. It is difficult, however, to find any plausible argu-
ment for the inclusion within morality of such a presumption. Mack’s
essay explores two arguments for the presumption, both of which assert
that it is an essential part of the best explanation for the goodness and
reasonableness of benevolence. The “impersonalist argument” maintains
that benevolence’s goodness and reasonableness is best explained if one
invokes the impersonal value of every individual’s well-being. The eas-
iest way to do this, the argument suggests, is to accept egalitarianism. The
“pretheoretical argument” removes the impersonalist argument’s inter-
mediate step: it asserts that egalitarianism itself is the best explanation of
our positive view of benevolence, and that this makes egalitarianism
inherently plausible. Both arguments, Mack notes, depend on an imper-
sonalist conception of benevolence, and thus would be undercut by an
alternative conception of benevolence under which benevolence consists
of a personally valuable responsiveness to the personal good of others. To
the extent that this personalist account of benevolence is better than the
impersonalist account—and Mack thinks that it is clearly superior—both
of the major arguments supporting the egalitarian presumption fail.

In this collection’s final essay, “How Equality Matters,” Hillel Steiner
considers how much egalitarian redistribution is justifiable if one respects
a libertarian commitment to self-ownership. He begins by noting the
common view that some moral value attaches to the “sibling parity” of
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wealth. This notion of parity refers to the intuition that a set of parents
with several children should act to ensure that, all other things being
equal, their children enjoy equal well-being. Using sibling parity as our
backdrop, we can consider various ideas about which disparities of wealth
are permissible. Steiner states that the crucial issue for those interested in
our moral responsibilities is how we ought to deal with differences in
well-being created by bad luck that individuals suffer through no fault of
their own. Assessing this “brute bad luck,” Steiner argues that we must
see it as caused by the doings of nature—no one is liable for them. If an
individual is not compensated for the losses suffered due to brute bad
luck, he is effectively being held liable for something for which he is not
really responsible. As a result, if we are to ensure that liability for adver-
sities will adequately track personal responsibility, we must pool the costs
of those adversities that occur as a result of brute bad luck. This idea,
Steiner suggests, is perfectly compatible with libertarianism, and moti-
vates the egalitarian provisions of Locke’s famous “enough and as good”
proviso on the ownership of natural resources. Though Steiner’s discus-
sion of these points emerges in an overall framework of sibling parity,
Steiner ends his essay by observing that there is no obvious reason why
parity of wealth among nonsiblings should not also be subject to the
considerations that emerge in the sibling context.

How we should measure and evaluate differences of income and wealth,
and what, if anything, we should do about them, rank among the most
contentious questions in contemporary political philosophy. The thirteen
essays in this volume, written from diverse viewpoints, provide valuable
contributions to these ongoing debates.
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