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Praise for In All Fairness:

“How, between the covers of a single volume, could one hope to illuminate the vast sea of moral, intellectual, and political failures that add up to modern egalitarianism? Only by combining the expertise and insights of historians, economists, political scientists, philosophers, legal scholars and more. With the book In All Fairness, the Independent Institute has done so brilliantly. Each author’s contribution stands on its own and can be read with profit. Taken together, they complement each other to create a whole that far exceeds the sum of its parts.”

—Steven E. Landsburg, Professor of Economics, University of Rochester

“Fairness counts among humankind’s most fundamental social desiderata—demanded even by small children on the playing field. The difficulty is that it is easier to say what fairness is than to determine what is fair. The many faceted book In All Fairness, edited by Robert M. Whaples, Michael C. Munger, and Christopher J. Coyne, does justice to the complexity of the topic in its historical, philosophical, and economic dimensions. Anyone who has ever been inclined to say ‘but that’s just not fair’—which includes just about all of us—will find enlightenment and information in this thoughtfully compiled, instructive, and constructive book.”

—Nicholas Rescher, Distinguished University Professor of Philosophy, University of Pittsburgh; Founding Editor, American Philosophical Quarterly; author, Fairness: Theory and Practice of Distributive Justice

“The authors of the timely book, In All Fairness: Equality, Liberty, and the Quest for Human Dignity, edited by Robert M. Whaples, Michael C. Munger, and Christopher J. Coyne, dig creatively into the roots of inequality, drawing from philosophy, economics, and religion going way back in human history. This fascinating book shows that realizing proposed egalitarian wealth or income distributions requires a great deal of coercive power, unfairly affects ‘The Forgotten Man,’ and breeds unintended consequences. The book rightly stresses equality of opportunity achieved through economic freedom over equality of outcomes.”

—John B. Taylor, Mary and Robert Raymond Professor of Economics, Stanford University; George P. Shultz Senior Fellow in Economics, Hoover Institution

“The beautiful book In All Fairness describes how rapidly growing efforts to impose equality of outcomes necessarily damages everyone’s personal and economic freedom, creates harmful social and cultural divisions, and depresses economic growth that could give millions of people a better life. You will benefit enormously from reading this book, irrespective of where you stand on the debate about inequality.”

—Lee E. Ohanian, Professor of Economics and Director of the Ettinger Family Program in Macroeconomic Research, UCLA; Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution

“In All Fairness is a masterful and insightful book devoted to exposing the shaky foundations and the likely moral, social, and political costs of the campaign for state-enforced equal outcomes for all. This campaign jettisons liberal concern for equal liberty and equality before the law for the elusive and yet destructive end of equal wellbeing or at least equal income. The goal of equality is elusive because of the deep difficulties of determining when equal wellbeing or income has been achieved and whose ox will be gored and which liberties must be denied to achieve it. The focus on equal outcomes shifts attention from growth-friendly policies that have raised many hundreds of millions up from poverty to redistributive policies that undermine growth. In many distinct but converging ways, the book convincingly argues that the crusade for equality undermines the core institutions of a free and prosperous society and drives us to a world of zero-sum, tribal conflicts.”

—Eric Mack, Professor of Philosophy and Faculty Member, Murphy Institute of Political Economy, Tulane University

“In All Fairness is an insightful exploration of the tension between liberty and egalitarianism. Who will be better off if we opt for comprehensive redistribution and therefore against freedom? It’s certainly not the poor. Read the book to find out why, especially if you think of yourself as an egalitarian!”

—Sam Peltzman, Ralph and Dorothy Keller Distinguished Service Professor Emeritus of Economics, Booth School of Business, University of Chicago

“Few matters bedevil American politics as do the need to find proper understandings of liberty and equality and the way government should endeavor to promote them. The authors of In All Fairness: Equality, Liberty, and the Quest for Human Dignity approach these matters from philosophical, economic, and historical perspectives, all to great effect. This rare volume is an intellectual feast that will repay repeated readings, whether the reader is a beginner or an expert.”

—Kevin R. C. Gutzman, Professor of History, Western Connecticut State University

“Equality is the theme, if not the obsession of our time. Yet it means very different things to different people. In All Fairness has brought together a range of scholars who explore the political, economic, and legal dimensions of different conceptions of equality dispassionately and seriously. Together they bring light to a subject that desperately needs it.”

—Samuel H. Gregg, Director of Research, Acton Institute for the Study of Religion and Liberty

“Every era has one or two hobgoblins that, by frightening the uninformed, increase the power of the state. One such hobgoblin today is economic inequality. Fortunately, we today have also the superb book In All Fairness that, if read widely enough, will reveal economic inequality to be the non-issue that it is.”

—Donald J. Boudreaux, Professor of Economics and Co-Director, Program on the American Economy and Globalization, Mercatus Center, George Mason University

“Among the many important lessons of In All Fairness, one of the most powerful is that when governments implement policies designed to create more equal outcomes, those policies compromise individual liberty but rarely result in a more equal society. Every chapter of this volume offers readers a thought-provoking analysis of the concept of equality and the challenges involved in public policies to address inequality.”

—Randall G. Holcombe, DeVoe Moore Professor of Economics, Florida State University; author, Liberty in Peril: Democracy and Power in American History
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Foreword


The Theoretical and Practical Pitfalls in Egalitarian Thought

Richard A. Epstein

THIS EXCELLENT VOLUME offers an incisive, indeed, decisive, critique of modern egalitarian thought, whose intellectual strength remains weak even as its popularity becomes ever greater. No foreword can do justice to the arguments presented, all of which are strong in the two dimensions that matter most in policy work—a clear sense of theory, and a clear empirical grounding that tests the theories in question. The book’s individual chapters all share those characteristics. To be sure, there is, out of necessity, some useful overlap in their content, but the overall conclusion is inescapable. Whatever the abstract appeal of egalitarian arguments, they cannot survive the institutional, political, and economic pressures of any complex society.

In writing this foreword I cannot go through all these arguments in the detail they deserve, but it is important to give some attention to the common strands that make In All Fairness cohere. My point of departure is clear enough. All of the authors, either explicitly or implicitly, adopt some form of classical liberalism as the benchmark from which they criticize the egalitarian moment. I believe that this is indeed the correct approach for dealing with any fundamental question of political theory. Classical liberalism, like egalitarianism, offers at its very root a social conception of the various rules and practices that, taken together, supply the foundation for a just society. In so doing, classical liberalism starts with a relatively narrow conception of harm that includes just these four elements: force, fraud, breach of promise, and the creation of monopoly power.

To be sure, each of these elements requires a good deal of work to explicate in detail, but for ordinary people seeking to live their lives, the first three of these guidelines easily translate into commands that everyone can understand and respect. Don’t hit, don’t lie, and don’t break your promises. Keep on the right side of these social divides and a law-abiding citizen has no reason to worry about the second-order complications that arise only after people hit, lie, and break their promises. The fourth of these commands, dealing with the prohibition against monopolization, has its well-understood images from ordinary language: someone is trapped in a corner, or over a barrel, or has no leverage. All of these can arise in daily lives when one person has a bargaining advantage—or to use the physical image, “leverage”—over another. But those sources of power tend to be ephemeral and localized, so they rarely lead to permanent or major social disruptions, given that it is easy, especially today, to obtain, even in remote locations, substitute goods and services in the unlikely event that some firm tries to exert monopoly power. For all the hullabaloo, there are no reports that any couple has been unable to obtain a wedding cake from some asserted monopolist. It is only when the inquiry shifts to common carriers and public utilities, who serve millions of customers, that the institutional implications of monopoly power loom larger. There is no pat solution to these problems, but the basic formula, which receives little attention from libertarians, is that these firms—no ordinary individual has that kind of power—cannot refuse to deal with potential customers. Instead, they have an obligation to serve all comers on fair, reasonable, and nondiscriminatory terms, or, as is commonly said, FRAND terms. Even that formulation does not exhaust the field, because some form of antitrust law takes over where the law of common carriers and public utilities leaves off. There are no efficiencies of scale for most ordinary businesses. Nonetheless, it is all too true that business firms are capable of colluding, and the law of antitrust, chiefly directed to monopolization and cartelization, seeks, with only partial success, to limit how private competitors can collude or (in some cases) merge their businesses in ways that decrease output and increase prices, generating social losses.

It would be foolish to pretend that the elaboration of these four pillars of classical liberalism is a simple task, for the opposite is surely true. But the difficulties in working through the complexities of this system are child’s play in comparison with the gyrations that must be turned in order to counter the far broader definitions of wrongful harm that lie at the heart of any system of egalitarian thought. For starters, there are few egalitarians who wish to see the removal of the prohibitions against force, fraud, and monopoly. Only in the area of contract would they hedge their bets, and even there they understand that a modern system can never be put in the impossible position of eliminating categorically all voluntary cooperative effort, whether by exchange or partnership. But the actions that exhaust the playing field for the classical liberal are only the opening act in an egalitarian legal system that, on the protean matters of race, sex, and wealth, finds it necessary to respond to a far greater class of what they perceive as social harms. The egalitarian’s concerns run the gamut from dramatic inequalities in wealth to status differentials and microaggressions, whose low intensity and high frequency pose major challenges to any system of legal or social regulation.

To start at the beginning, the huge opposition towards inequality of wealth reduces to one simple proposition: the diminishing marginal utility of wealth. That claim is surely true in the abstract: anyone who has a million dollars in wealth is far less concerned about the next dollar gained or lost than is someone who has only a thousand dollars. So, the impulse is to argue that some transfer of wealth, by state coercion if necessary, produces gains in overall social utility that justify the expenditure of the social resources needed to effectuate the change.

Unfortunately, the difficulties begin with the effort to operationalize this program. There is no a priori reason to believe that equal division of wealth will lead to an equal level of utility or satisfaction for different people with dramatically different temperaments and tastes—just how much wealth redistribution is necessary to rectify this social grievance? One obvious class of persons are people who have special needs, and who apparently can put greater claims on the resources of others—except perhaps when these transfers can do little to either ease pain or prolong life. But even if we put aside such extreme cases, it hardly follows that equal levels of wealth lead to equal levels of satisfaction across different people. Some people are, by some combination of nature, nurture, or happenstance, happy and are surrounded by friends. Others are morose and asocial. For these purposes, it is not the cause of these differences that matters. It is their very existence. To ignore these differences is to fail on the venture of equal outcomes. To attempt the needed calculations across millions of unique individuals whose subjective preferences can rise and fall like the tides is a fool’s errand.

As a practical matter, many egalitarians try to overcome these difficulties with a broad-based progressive tax, either of income or wealth, on cash or other monetizable assets. But no legal system anywhere in the civilized world has ever tried to impose a tax on personal utility, happiness, or satisfaction. There are, moreover, powerful practical constraints that dictate the form of the tax in question. Progressive taxes are not easy to administer. To lower their effective rates, potential taxpayers will try to split income within families or with artificial entities. They will seek to convert ordinary income into capital gains. They will try to defer income into future periods, like retirement, where annual income is likely to be less. It is always possible to devise countermeasures for these stratagems, but any rules on timing and income splitting add to the overall complexity of the system. It is for this reason that classical liberals have always favored the flat tax, either on income or consumption, in order to minimize the political pressures at work to raise or lower tax rates, or create exclusions or preferential tax rates. As noted by Brian Gaines in “Taxes and the Myth of Egalitarianism,” there is much popular support for the flat tax even in this egalitarian age.

In addition to its obvious simplicity, the flat tax scores highly on a measure that egalitarians tend systematically to underestimate: the effects of taxation on growth. Most egalitarians start with an unarticulated, but indefensible, assumption that it is possible to keep production and distribution in watertight compartments, so that anything done in the second will do nothing in the first. Yet that dangerous assumption ignores the simple proposition that taxation can stifle growth by reducing the net return on investment. Within the classical liberal tradition, this problem is attacked by devoting most (but not all) resources to the provision of public goods, which increases the likelihood that all people will benefit in roughly similar proportions. The instinct here is that taxation can overcome a prisoner’s dilemma, identified long ago by Mancur Olson as the problem of “collective action,”1 which makes it virtually impossible to fund (indivisible) public goods by voluntary contributions. But the fuller story also depends critically on how the tax revenues are spent. In principle, there would be little problem if each person in some ideal world derived from state action a benefit of the common good that exceeded his or her tax contribution. But that result is impossible to achieve completely. On all questions of political economy, it is never wise to let perfection be the enemy of the good. The problem will be reduced to the extent that some portion of the tax contributions are spent on return revenues. It will only be aggravated by purely egalitarian taxes in which none of the wealth taken goes back to provide public goods of benefit to the taxpayer.

At this point, there is a conceptual crisis in egalitarian thought. In its most naive formulation, the egalitarian approach aims to reduce the differences in relative endowments to zero for all people. The easiest way to achieve that end is for everyone to starve—equally. Egalitarianism can only avoid embracing that suicide pact by paying some attention to the total size of the pie (measured in dollars) from which personal utility can then be (imperfectly) derived. But it has long been understood that gains from voluntary transactions will rarely produce equal gains in dollars for all participants. Nonetheless most people happily enter into transactions that make them better off even if their trading partner—say a successful merchant—gains far more from entering into this and similar transactions. It is important to realize that market systems work because they articulate, as Aeon J. Skoble insists, negative and not positive rights.

These differences are key. Positive rights are those by which one person has a claim on another individual for the provision of some good like health care, education, or housing. Yet it is impossible to identify in advance which individuals should bear that burden for each, and impossible to identify how much should be supplied without a detailed knowledge of the available resources in society, which may well be reduced by the provision of these goods. As both James Harrigan and Ryan Yonk remind us, negative rights are a lot more powerful than they appear at first blush. These rights are given freely to everyone against everyone else, no matter how large or wealthy the population, through the simple injunction that no one can destroy or take the property of another. Within this framework, inequalities of wealth will, and should, emerge as a function of voluntary transactions that produce positive sums for their players. But the prospect of new entry—remember collusion is not allowed—will keep these profits in line. As people get wealthier, they will now have additional wealth that they can use in transactions with third parties, so that the externalities from these transactions will be positive and not negative. Nonetheless, powerful egalitarian forces work against this dynamic, for, as Nikolai Wenzel argues, much regulation works against the interests of the poor. To give but one example, the expansion of licensing requirements for routine trades and occupations, which are often done for the worst protectionist reasons, have their greatest negative effect on the poor. The antidote is economic growth, which as Ben O’Neill reminds us often does much to lift up the least fortunate among us. After all, the bottom portion of the economic distribution did not fare well during the eight years of the Obama Presidency, but under the relatively light-handed regulation of labor markets in the Trump administration unemployment levels have dropped for minority workers, young people, and even ex-cons, all without bolstering the programs of targeted benefits championed by progressives.

Indeed, lost in the egalitarian gloom is a simple powerful point made by Art Carden, Sarah Estelle, and Anne Bradley: even if the goal of equality is impossible to achieve, the goal of the alleviation of poverty is well within our power, if only we seek it. Indeed, the overall decline in global poverty is, as Johan Norberg reminds us in his book Progress,2 one of the great untold stories of this age. This decline has been propelled by a set of positive-sum transactions that are only found in market economies. If we can boost wealth across the board, we will have as a society more wealth to give and fewer individuals below the subsistence level to whom it must be given, all without these massive government interventions.

There is, however, no similar cascade of gains for the egalitarian who faces the unhappy tradeoff of asking what reduction in wealth is appropriate to reduce inequality. The first victim in that campaign is likely to be, as William Watkins argues, a retreat from any principle of equality before the law. That goal is relatively easy to achieve within the classical liberal system, given the configuration of a set of rules targeted against force, fraud, breach of contract, and monopoly. It is not possible to maintain when the unique circumstances of each person along so many different dimensions each call for separate treatment. Yet the ability to make good on any egalitarian ideal is as remote as ever. And it is also necessary to recognize, as Jason Morgan stresses, that the constant concern with equal outcomes has as its first casualty the rule of law, which finds itself hard-pressed to survive the descent to inequality.

In his essay, Edward Stringham warns of the dangers of trying to control against the supposed dangers of inequality when in practice ordinary people tend for a wide variety of reasons to get rich at different rates, which become especially hard to measure when nonpecuniary benefits are taken into account. To give a simple example, suppose a stylized universe with only two people, A and B, who currently each have a wealth of 10: what does the egalitarian say about a voluntary transaction that increases the wealth of A to 20 and that of B to 12? The transaction is a clear Pareto improvement. But at the same time it increases the wealth disparity between the parties. Would an egalitarian prefer a system of coercion that restricts this voluntary transaction to one in which A goes to 15 if B goes to 13? The gap is narrowed, but is anyone confident that the five units of wealth lost by A justify the one unit of gain by B, especially if we do not know the overall wealth, let alone utility of both parties? And just how is this program to be carried out in larger markets in which hundreds of millions of people enter into billions of transactions generally?

Vincent Geloso and Steven Horwitz also give voice to these difficulties when they note how the risks of mismeasurement of well-being could easily overstate the problem of inequality, as, for example, by ignoring variations in wealth by location or over time. These errors are no second-order matters because, if the wealth (or other baseline) is miscalculated, a state system of coerced transfers could easily end up taking from the less well-off to support the more well-off, even if we ignore all the public-choice problems that stand, for example, in the path of any system of wages and price controls with its high administrative costs and massive economic distortions. Indeed, as Stephen Shmanske reminds us, we often resort to what he terms as “classroom egalitarianism” to avoid these difficulties, by acting as though a few neat blackboard diagrams can make all the real-world problems of implementation disappear. One good illustration of the dangerous power of these models arises in financial markets, where, as Robert Wright explains, the political pressure to create equality of outcome in residential mortgage markets led to the creation of risky loans by introducing “equal but extremely low mortgage-lending standards” that helped bring about the financial crisis of 2008, whose consequences are still felt today.

No matter how powerful the case is against full-bore egalitarianism, it is still critical to recognize, as does Michael Munger, that the claims for redistribution can never disappear, given the constant pressure to share the gains from market capitalism by making a set of Kaldor–Hicks moves that allow those below some line to gain a larger share of the social pie. For all its weaknesses, some (modest) progressive tax on income or wealth produces far fewer distortions than we have with any thoroughgoing egalitarianism. In addition, the classical liberal view of imperfect obligations is all too often forgotten today. These are obligations that are consciously keyed to move wealth from rich to poor. But they seek to do so, not by government coercion, but by a tradition of voluntary charitable giving, either in cash or kind, that is enforced only by individual conscience and social pressures. Individuals get to choose whom they help, and by how much, so long as they help someone else. Sometimes these gifts take the form of direct aid to the poor. Sometimes they are mediated through institutions that have just that end. Before one mocks this effort to respond to redistributive instincts, note the great institutions of higher education and medical care and research that were created by individuals who responded to these pressures. Fewer dollars go a lot further because these private donors face no administrative oversight and have strong incentives to watch how their money is spent. There is no way today that these efforts can displace public programs of redistribution, but they can supplement in a way that shows how market-oriented processes can sensibly address egalitarian concerns.

It should not be supposed, however, that the difficulties identified with ambitious regimes of taxation and regulation exhaust the problems that face the conscientious egalitarian, for they still have to deal with the implications of their extended definition of harms. The modern concern with racial theory involves at least two expansions in the definition of harm. The first of these comes from the willingness to impose liability for refusals to deal in competitive markets on an ever-growing list of specialized grounds: race, sex, age, sexual orientation, and disability for starters. In each of these cases, the problem of sorting out the mixed motives in any individual case leads to difficult conceptual and evidentiary problems.

It only gets worse. As Adam Martin reminds us, the next generation of racial theorists are not content to direct their attention to rectify discrete actions or statements that have racial content, express or implied. No longer does the party charged have to have any sense of antipathy or any belief in the subordination of the protected groups. It is now sufficient to brand as racist or sexist those socially constructed “invisible systems conferring racial dominance,” or indeed any other form of -ism. That inquiry necessarily becomes far more expansive and intrusive for the intersectionality (i.e., interconnections) of the various forms of latent prejudices based on race, sex, sexual orientation, and age, which create overlapping territories of bad conduct. Yet since these offenses are apparently unseen to the naked eye, it will take especially diligent and intrusive prosecutors to pry into the business records and private lives of the many possible offenders against these norms. That oversight could easily become an appalling prospect if undertaken by the many public employees who may suffer from the same latent prejudices as their peers in the private market.

The difficulties do not stop here, for as James Otteson forcibly reminds us, the egalitarian seeks to offer redress not only from wrongdoers, but also from the ravages of bad luck, regardless of its cause. Otteson’s simple example is the poor lovelorn man who loses out romantically when his intended finds someone else at the eleventh hour. Surely, the successful suitor owes nothing to the disappointed one. But if not him, then who else? His town, state, or the entire nation? And just how many compensable events of this sort are there? Yet if everyone is a victim, then one victim has to pony up to help another. But this is not the least of it because there are real mass disasters for which some sort of aid may well be relevant, and yet here the institutional challenge is to make sure that insurance mechanisms can be put into place to price these risks, for otherwise the moral hazard—such as building along the coastline—will aggravate the problem. The egalitarian program cannot cope with the monumental expansion in collective liability. The necessary oversight suggests that any systematic effort to implement this program will result, as Jeremy Jackson and Jeffrey Palm write, in a totalitarian regime whose bad consequences will do much to undermine its good intention.

The difficulties of course go further. These expanded definitions of harm all presuppose that we have victims even if we do not have wrongdoers. The insatiable demands of these systems will put enormous pressures everywhere else. The demands for equality will, as Peter Hill notes, necessarily infringe on what is in daily life one of the most important conceptions of equality—that all individuals are equal in the sight of God—which will be necessarily compromised if some people are made by secular forces to turn their own minds and bodies to help others.

In the end, we do not have a pretty picture. Even if we were to assume that governments had some powerful engine that allowed them to be single-minded in their devotion to their stated ends, the egalitarian system would still fall apart, a victim of its own overambition. Its goals in question are so large that they necessarily conflict with one another, so that in the end some second-order calculations will be needed to prioritize among these various claims, and to do so without the knowledge or resources to see the challenge through to the end. This implementation of this odd amalgamation of ends will not take place in a hothouse environment. It will be subject to huge political pressures, which, as public-choice theory reminds us, rarely leads to a happy ending. Instead, two dangerous outcomes are likely. The first is that the elites will take over the process so that the United States will come to look more like California—that is, as a place in which a small financial elite and a powerful upper-middle class of professionals will dictate a system that works to their advantage. The second is that these well-intentioned improvements will have (indeed, have already) increased the poverty rate for individuals at the bottom, who have substandard housing, long commutes, and few prospects for advancement. Exit becomes a harder option when the scheme goes national, and its full implications will only be greater as the set of goals expands, including issues of climate change, which, as the recent events with the Yellow Jackets in France show, have already sparked wide protests against increases in taxation and regulation. All the ingredients for this deadly stew are present in today’s progressive agenda. Let us hope that books like this one will forestall what promises to be a dreadful day of reckoning.



Introduction


New Thinking on Equality, Liberty, and Human Dignity

Robert M. Whaples*

INEQUALITY IS AN exceptionally beautiful thing. Or maybe it’s a terribly ugly thing. To most people, it depends on what is unequal and why it is unequal. Love it or loathe it, egalitarian sentiments and concerns about inequality are clearly on the rise in both politics and the academy.

Because of this renewed interest, our discussion includes perspectives that readers will find fascinating and unique. To set the tone for this comprehensive approach to the topic we begin with Adam Martin’s view that modern egalitarianism rejects older thinking on the subject. Consider racism (or sexism or any type of anti-otherism). Martin argues that the old definition of racism was “individual conduct that is motivated by either (a) antipathy to other races or (b) a belief that those races are inferior.” However, the New Egalitarians’ definition, which has grown to dominate thinking in many parts of academia, is that racism equals “socially constructed, ‘invisible systems conferring racial dominance.’”1 Martin points out that accurately diagnosing the second type of racism requires “social scientific understanding of how social structures operate and … sufficient historical knowledge to judge how social structures have disadvantaged certain groups.” Thus, it requires an immense of amount of knowledge and cannot be judged by laypeople, unlike the first kind of racism. It requires rule by experts. Second, he argues, these rent-seeking experts practice an intellectual style characterized by attempts to evade critical scrutiny, using vague and indeterminate terms and—more importantly—simply denying many of their critics standing to weigh in on the subject because, they argue, these critics are privileged by the system. Countering this obscurantism makes it especially hard for some to question the New Egalitarians’ arguments—which increases their appeal in some quarters as they battle to make this new way of thinking the norm.

How did we get to this point, and where are we headed? James Harrigan and Ryan Yonk answer these questions with a conceptual and historical roadmap in “From Equality and the Rule of Law to the Collapse of Egalitarianism.” They argue that in the early history of the United States, a direct line can be drawn from belief in human equality to the rule of law to an emergent regime based on negative rights as exemplified by Founding Fathers such as Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Thomas Paine. That line held for a century or so, but then the nation drifted to a regime predicated on positive rights and a corresponding large, powerful, redistributionist government exemplified by the ideas of the Progressives and Franklin Roosevelt. They argue that this shift in the American electorate’s attitudes is playing out in an unsustainable manner. Policy makers are largely unconcerned with recapturing the original conception of equality because there is little profit for them telling the American public what it cannot have. Redistributive policies are enthusiastically supported by many voters, so policy makers roll back such policies at their own electoral peril. As a result, the nation is now drowning in egalitarianism. Because government has grown in both size and scope, the nation’s financial situation has become dire. As the national debt grows beyond its limit, it will require an end, of sorts, to the redistributionist egalitarianism experiment. In the final analysis, a regime cannot be based on notions of both positive and negative rights because the former undermine the latter in every instance.

Many egalitarians argue that “brute luck” leads to unfair (because undeserved) inequalities, justifying redress. In “The Misuse of Egalitarianism in Society,” James Otteson challenges this reasoning by showing—with the example of the undeserved bad luck of a student whose marriage plans disintegrate—that bad luck often results from “choices whose outcomes should be respected and not corrected.” He demonstrates that policies that would match up with egalitarian goals “are far more difficult to craft than is typically envisioned” and shows that the likelihood that such policies will work the way we would ideally like them to is lower than generally imagined. Because it is impossible to eliminate all categories of luck—running from chance encounters between people who can help one another to unpredictable changes in the environment or in human society—Otteson advocates that an egalitarianism of respect for people and their decisions replace an egalitarianism of inputs or outcomes.

The egalitarianism embraced by classical liberals such as Otteson relies heavily on the concept of universal human dignity and moral agency. As Peter J. Hill explains, however, for most of history these beliefs about human rights were highly unusual. In earlier times, few defenses of human equality were even proffered, and slavery, one of the worst manifestations of inequality, existed for most of recorded history. In “Religion and the Idea of Human Dignity,” Hill shows that the idea of universal human dignity and moral agency has its roots in a metaphysical concept—that all humans are the bearers of God’s image. Western societies owe their commitment to human equality to the influence of Jewish and Christian ideas about human dignity. Modern liberalism also has benefited from Enlightenment-era thinkers who provided a way out of religious conflicts over heresy. Those philosophers grounded their philosophical views on universal dignity but also articulated a way of instantiating human equality in mores and laws that limit the use of power to enforce a particular definition of correct thinking.

John Rawls is undoubtedly the most influential modern thinker on fairness, but Michael Munger argues in “The Conceptual Marriage of Rawls and Hayek” that many readers misconstrue the implications of Rawls’s arguments. Rawls was not a simple egalitarian advocating strict equality. F. A. Hayek shared Rawls’s conclusion that using income redistribution “to ensure the welfare of the least well-off is a wealthy society’s obligation,” and Munger contends that we can synthesize Rawls and Hayek to become “Rawlsekians” by realizing that the obligation to ensure the welfare of the least well-off arises because the prosperity resulting from market capitalism allows gainers to gain enough to easily compensate the losers and still prosper. Munger warns that people who end up below average often protest procedurally fair voluntary transactions because they do not actually care about procedural fairness; they simply want more money. He explains that although capitalists may not deserve the profits that they reap, they reap profits only because they have reallocated resources to the benefit of consumers. Creating a system where work and risk-taking are massively rewarded is consistent with the asserted goals of the Rawlsian project because the poor have always prospered when capitalism is adopted, and “no country that has tried anything else has broken out of poverty.”

Jeremy Jackson and Jeffrey Palm argue in “The Impossibility of Egalitarian Ends” that the ultimate goal of an egalitarian philosophy is an equal (just) distribution of resources. They outline the historical progression of the egalitarian philosophy and argue that, short of a totalitarian regime, the objective of an equal distribution is utterly impossible. The impossibility of an equal distribution of wealth is derived from the impossibility of redistributing social capital. It is fundamentally impossible to take social capital or a social network from one person and give it to another. Can the outlooks of children raised by loving, supportive parents be taken from them and transferred to children from neglectful homes? Yet social capital—the trust and norms of civic cooperation that are essential to well-functioning societies—enhances productive capabilities and labor-market returns. Jackson and Palm also extend this impossibility of redistribution to the recent focus on inequality in well-being.

In their essay, Art Carden, Sarah Estelle, and Anne Bradley ably argue that “we’ll never be royals, but that doesn’t matter.” Their key point is that inequality doesn’t really matter much in comparison to poverty, and the good news is that we are rapidly conquering absolute poverty around the world. “A society in which people are equally poor has far less scope for flourishing than one in which people are unequally rich”—as are Americans today. The largest exodus of humans out of absolute poverty in the history of our species, which we have recently witnessed, “has happened not because of redistribution from rich to poor but because of increased economic growth brought about by improved institutions and a new esteem for innovation.” With enough force, we could equalize incomes and wealth through taxation, but we cannot forget how people respond to taxes. Many people are motivated by the pursuit of status, so “taxing income-generating production and utility-generating consumption will induce people to shift toward other ways of satisfying their wants … Closing off the financial means to status will lead people to seek status on other margins, but these margins are often not benign.”

In “Taxes and the Myth of Egalitarianism,” Brian Gaines uses public-opinion surveys to directly measure Americans’ attitudes toward egalitarianism. Although it is widely believed that most Americans would prefer that the rich pay higher taxes than they currently do, he demonstrates that evidence of this preference in public-opinion surveys is quite weak. The clearest and sharpest questions reveal instead that Americans favor rather flat and low taxes and consider present tax rates on above-median incomes as suitably high or even excessive. Americans embrace equal treatment through (mostly) proportional taxation much more than through the equalizing of incomes or wealth via (highly) progressive taxes. When thinking about taxes, then, most Americans come closer to holding classical than modern liberal views.

Would you rather live in a society where incomes and wealth are relatively equal or in one where they aren’t very equal? Although many people instinctively lean toward the first choice, Edward Stringham cautions in “Pushing for More Equality of Income and Wealth” that the choice isn’t so simple. Make sure to take the questionnaire in his essay, through which he demonstrates that relative income/wealth and absolute income/wealth don’t necessarily go hand in hand. He points out that if one measures equality in rich countries as access to particular technologies, “then we have much more equality than ever, even if relative income or wealth has diverged greatly.” Then he demonstrates that one of the biggest problems with egalitarianism is that it negatively judges how people get richer at different rates, even if everyone in society is getting richer in the process. Although any policy marketed as “We want to keep everyone more equal and poor” sounds absurd, Stringham warns that many policies effectively do just that—as he amply demonstrates in the case of Social Security. Egalitarianism is often driven by envy and “encourages people to treat others’ property as if it is not theirs.” He concludes that modern egalitarian policies that reduce the rewards for increasing skills, working, or investing do not bring about the fully disastrous results of pure egalitarianism, but egalitarianism is still mildly disastrous and inhumane even in milder doses.

“Good and Bad Inequality” by Vincent Geloso and Steven Horwitz closes out the symposium. Clearly, last does not mean least in this case—this essay was strongly considered for the Independent Excellence Prize. This essay does more than any of the others to grapple with measures of inequality, which so fascinate economists and on which much of the recent policy push rests. Geloso and Horwitz begin by demonstrating that a significant portion of the recent putative rise in inequality results from mismeasurement. They highlight, for example, the importance of adequately measuring regional differences in the cost of living, considering changes in household size across the income distribution, and examining consumption inequality rather than focusing on pretax income. Their bigger point is that a rise in economic inequality might be a bad thing or might be a good thing. They accordingly divide recent changes into “good” (socially beneficial) inequalities and “bad” (socially harmful) inequalities. Good inequalities “result from the satisfaction of individual economic preferences or demographic changes and have no perverse impact on economic growth,” whereas bad inequalities generally stem from government policies that push down the left tail of the income distribution (such as agricultural policies, zoning laws, and the war on drugs) while pulling up the right tail (such as bank bailouts and regulations that create barriers to entry into markets). They see the reversal of these bad policies as the appropriate focus of inequality reduction. In the face of harmful policies, as in medicine, we must “first, do no harm.”

If Geloso and Horwitz had more space, they could have brought into their discussion additional measures of inequality as well. Each semester, to give my students a sense of inequality and the meaning of various Gini coefficient levels, I ask them to anonymously report how many pairs of shoes they own. The results are always fascinating. A few report that, like me, they own three or four pairs. The median is usually about a dozen, but there are always a few who own thirty or sixty or (occasionally) even one hundred pairs. The shoe Gini coefficient for my students is usually pretty close to the income Gini coefficient for the United States. However, when I ask them how many pairs of shoes they are currently wearing, the answer is always one for every single person—giving a Gini coefficient of zero. Whereas there are immense differences in shoe ownership, there is no inequality in shoe “adequacy.”2

Life itself is far more important than shoes, income, or wealth. Sam Peltzman has shown that the inequality of life spans fell tremendously during the twentieth century in the United States and every other country studied.3 Perhaps the modern preoccupation with income inequality has arisen because we have become much more equal in other things, such as life expectancy, literacy, and fulfillment of basic needs? These things were the low-hanging, nutritious fruit. Many of the authors in our symposium warn that we scale the ladder to pick pricklier fruit at our own peril.

It is important to examine the dimensions of inequality along with its causes and effects. Might it be useful to approach the topic from another angle by asking, “What is the purpose of inequality?” To consider this question, I contacted a couple of dozen colleagues at Wake Forest University who teach in a wide variety of disciplines—biology, economics, history, philosophy, political science, psychology, religious studies, sociology, and women’s studies—and, promising them anonymity, asked them, “From the point of view of someone in your field, what is the purpose of inequality?”

Several were hesitant in answering. For example, one replied that “political scientists don’t usually talk about inequality in terms of purpose. The focus tends to be on what causes/creates inequalities and what the consequences are for political power. So I’ve got to admit that I have trouble imagining what its purpose is.” Another noted that “from the point of view of psychology, inequality would not be seen as serving any particular purpose per se.”

Despite this hesitancy, the range of responses gives considerable food for thought. Some respondents had pithy answers, such as a historian who explained that inequality “is all about power. By deeming one group inferior, the other group is able to maintain all economic, political, and social power. So inequality justifies the rule of a minority over the majority. It also justifies the rule of one sex, race, ethnicity, or religion over others.” A faculty member in women’s studies echoed this view and concluded, after a discussion of Friedrich Engels and Gerda Lerner, that the “purpose of inequality today is still the same as it was in the past in many ways … maintaining power in social and in economic contexts.” Several were blunt in their embrace of egalitarian assumptions, with one asserting that in an “egalitarian society such as ours, the starting point is absolute equality.”

In contrast, a biologist explained that one reason animals are unequal in terms of size and other features is “to expand resource bases, and reduce competition for food, or [to] allow specialization” in getting food. Another biologist elaborated that “inequality is likely an inevitable feature of any complex natural system.” Although he didn’t see a purpose to this feature, he commented that because “the biochemical processes of cellular reproduction are subject to error, mutations are inevitable, and all large populations will therefore contain genetic variation…. Among humans, for example, dark skin near the equator protects folic acid, an essential metabolite, from destruction by ultraviolet light. In contrast, dark skin closer to the poles can prevent adequate synthesis of vitamin D, which is dependent on ultraviolet light. Presumably, genetic variation in our ancestors as they spread from our African birthplace … led to environment-specific variation in skin color.” One might conclude that the function (purpose) of this inequality is—as the other biologist noted—to allow species, including humans, to flourish in a wider variety of settings and to create the greatest possible value out of limited resources.

A colleague in psychology noted that:

[The] prevailing theories of group process assume that membership in groups contributes to important aspects of our self-concept—our social identity. Generally, we strive to maintain and obtain a positive social identity. Social comparisons among groups is one psychological mechanism by which we accomplish this goal—downward social comparisons to relatively ‘inferior’ groups … contribute to [an] enhanced sense of positive social identity, whereas upward social comparisons to higher status groups are a threat to positive social identity. However, these upward social comparisons can set the stage for upward mobility when group boundaries are permeable.

In this light, the purpose of inequality might be to make most people (except those at the bottom) have a positive self-image.

A sociologist noted that “most sociology … is premised on egalitarian ideals and so the idea that inequality has some purpose (other than the nefarious purpose of advantaging some people and disadvantaging others) doesn’t get much consideration.” One exception is the functionalist school of sociology, which contends that “stratification is functionally necessary to motivate people to undergo the sacrifices necessary to do certain functionally important jobs for which necessary talents are scarce.” He cited Herbert Gans’s essay “The Positive Functions of Poverty,” which includes ideas such as “the existence of poverty makes sure that ‘dirty work’ is done.”4 This focus on the power of incentives will appeal to most economists, who would add that inequality is needed to get “clean work” done, too.5 The supply of engineers, scientists, doctors, entrepreneurs, and others who do work that requires much training and effort would be fairly paltry if the rewards were scant.

This point is related to an answer supplied by a colleague in economics, who wrote, “One effect of inequality (in resources, skills, whatever) is to generate differences in relative prices, which provide opportunities for exchange and gains from trade.” If you have studied comparative advantage and the gains from trade in models descended from David Ricardo, you may have noticed that if everyone has the same opportunity cost, then there is no comparative advantage, and no one gains from trading with each other. The immense gains we all get from trading with each other arise because we are unequal in our characteristics and talents—differences that may be innate or that we may have developed so that we can gain from trading with each other. The economics colleague quoted Jonathan Sacks, chief rabbi of Great Britain, who explains that “it is through exchange that difference becomes a blessing, not a curse.”6

A scholar of religion argued that “from the Jewish–Christian prophetic perspective, inequality is a symptom of injustice, which God emphatically stands against. So the ‘purpose’ of inequality, we might say, is that it raises the ‘red flag’ of injustice and should arouse the appropriate responses of compassion, care, and giving. Perhaps that is one answer to your question.”

Finally, a colleague in philosophy turned this idea around by arguing that God is the source of inequality. He explained that from his Thomistic point of view,

most fundamentally, the purpose of inequality in creation is to show forth the Goodness of God. Roughly put, the perfection of Creation consists at least in part in goodness being displayed in all of its various degrees. Conversely, the universe would not be perfect if it displayed only one degree of goodness. It displays all degrees of goodness, even lesser goods. God in his wisdom has decreed the distinction of things, one from another…. Man differs formally from salamander…. These distinctions entail inequality—the elements are less perfect than plants, plants less perfect than animals, brute animals less perfect than rational animals (man). So God as the source of the distinction of things is the source of their inequality.7

Since God created people unequal, he must have had a purpose in mind. Perhaps one purpose of inequality is that it can allow us to gain the happiness of heaven by knowing, loving, and serving God in this world. Perhaps the purpose of inequality is to teach us humility, to instill in us the ability to accept things from others, to encourage and oblige us to practice generosity and kindness.

In summary, many scholars see no real purpose of inequality. Others, such as some of my colleagues discussed earlier, see in inequality only the nefarious purposes of those who presumably wield power. A few, such as biologists and economists, often find more beneficial purposes in inequality. The philosopher can see even deeper purposes.8

Lay philosopher C. S. Lewis considers the modern egalitarian impulse in his essay “Screwtape Proposes a Toast.” The scene is in Hell at the annual dinner of the Tempters’ Training College for young devils. Screwtape notes that

democracy is the word with which you must lead them by the nose…. And of course it is connected with the political ideal that men should be equally treated. You then make a stealthy transition in their minds from this political ideal to a factual belief that all men are equal…. As a result you can use the word democracy to sanction in his thought the most degrading … of human feelings…. The claim of equality, outside the strictly political field, is made only by those who feel themselves to be in some way inferior…. [One] therefore resents every kind of superiority in others; denigrates it; wishes its annihilation…. Under the name of Envy it has been known to humans for thousands of years. But hitherto they always regarded it as the most odious, and also the most comical, of vices…. The delightful novelty of the present situation is that you can … make it respectable and even laudable—by the incantatory use of the word democratic.9

As Lewis avers, our differences could teach us humility and other virtues, but the culture now seems rigged so that our inequalities instead teach us outrage and vice.

Inequality is exquisitely beautiful, but it can also be grossly ugly. Because this is true, the question becomes how we should properly respond to it. Will our response to it be ugly, say by envying or injuring those who have ended up with more than we have or by belittling and mistreating those who have less? Or will we see the dignity in all people—great and small—and treat others with respect, cooperating with them to fulfill that promise by achieving the virtue, prosperity, and peace that we all desire?

[image: Image]

*Robert M. Whaples is professor of economics at Wake Forest University and managing and co-editor of The Independent Review.
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Problems with the Modern Philosophy of Egalitarianism
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How “Experts” Hijacked Egalitarianism

Adam G. Martin*


F. A. HAYEK argued against social justice understood as distributive justice, especially in its egalitarian form. Among his many complaints was the idea that egalitarian morality was not suitable for a Great Society in which we regularly interact with strangers rather than only with a small group.1 Egalitarianism is an atavistic impulse from our evolutionary past in small tribes of hunter-gatherers. Our socially evolved morality, by contrast, enables us to interact with strangers by adhering to general and abstract rules. These rules allow us to expand social cooperation to the extent that they are simple rules that apply to all and do not require us to make detailed judgments about what we owe others. The social morality that facilitates cooperation with unknown strangers is distinct from the instinctual, small-group morality that still dominates our more intimate relationships.

Equality before the law or informal norms is a desirable quality of social morality, but concern with equality of outcomes would undermine the functionality of that morality. By creating a sphere of individual liberty within the boundaries set by abstract rules, social morality enables us to act on our individual knowledge. Hayek’s work stresses the economic benefits of allowing individuals to act on their local knowledge of time and place. Mario Rizzo builds on this argument, claiming that there are important moral benefits as well.2 Regardless of the particular moral philosophy individuals follow, they can instantiate moral principles appropriately only when they are free to act on their beliefs about their particular circumstances. These beliefs might stem from individual conscience, Aristotelian judgment, or some other vision of individual moral capacity. This Hayekian approach to social morality makes room for both universals and particulars: general, abstract rules facilitate interactions with strangers but also enable the use of subjective individual knowledge and require the use of individual moral judgment.

A different form of egalitarianism has recently become a noticeable political force: egalitarianism focused on identity. This family of egalitarian views is often referred to by terms of abuse such as political correctness, and those who believe it are demeaned as social justice warriors. Identity politics is one manifestation of these ideas but predates them and is also a tactic used by other groups. To avoid the polemical and misleading connotations of these terms and to highlight what is truly distinctive about this strain of thought, I refer to it as “New Egalitarianism.” The New Egalitarians are focused on eliminating inequality predicated on race, gender, sexual orientation, and other identifying characteristics of traditionally disadvantaged groups.

A distinguishing feature of the New Egalitarianism is its focus on structural inequality. This focus is distinct from a focus on pure material deprivation associated with luck egalitarianism and from the widely shared belief that bigotry against particular groups is unjustified. New Egalitarians argue that systemic inequality stems from deeply rooted social structures that do not rely on overt prejudice.3 It is not correct to say that they focus exclusively on equality of outcomes, but they do tend to cite systematically unequal outcomes as evidence of inequality of treatment. But New Egalitarians tend to believe that correcting these inequalities requires positive action (and not mere procedural equality), so it is fair to say that they have a thicker vision of equality in mind than Hayek’s classical liberal view.

Certain aspects of the New Egalitarianism are appealing. It asks how different groups can live cooperatively together, a question that all liberals should take seriously. Some New Egalitarian views sound like invisible-hand explanations of inequality rather than naive constructivism. Although these concerns are valid, New Egalitarians articulate them in terms of a peculiar set of tendentious social scientific claims that, upon reflection, have troubling implications.

The most distinctive feature of New Egalitarianism is the way it draws on critical theory and related schools of thought such as Marxism, structuralism, and post-colonialism.4 Though there are differences between these schools of thought and between thinkers within them, there are important commonalities. Most notably, they all tend to emphasize functionalism, the belief that “social practices of the most varied kind can be explained by their tendency to maintain the hegemony of dominant groups.”5 The goal of theory in these schools is to shine a light on forms of domination, in contrast to existing ideologies, which try to excuse or cover up domination. Critical theorists in particular argue that the point of social theory is emancipation, not just explanation.

New Egalitarians operate with an often implicit mental model of society drawn from critical theory. This essay argues that implementing the New Egalitarianism requires transforming social morality into an obscurantist epistocracy. The New Egalitarianism requires a set of moral experts to make judgments about right and wrong actions rather than to rely on either individual conscience or widely understood social rules. And this epistocracy, the rule of those with knowledge, is obscurantist in that it seeks to question the standing of critics rather than the substance of their claims.

I do not directly challenge the substance or the truth of New Egalitarian ideas but rather raise concerns about their implementation. As a consequence, I do not focus my critique on any one New Egalitarian thinker, for there are important differences in various thinkers’ ideas. My argument parallels F. A. Hayek’s description of how socialism creates a “road to serfdom.”6 Hayek’s critique does not depend on socialist moral ideals being mistaken; he merely points out what implementing central planning in a world of disagreement and imperfect intentions would require. Similarly, my goal is to sketch out some of the consequences of implementing the New Egalitarianism for the sorts of imperfect people that inhabit our world. If what we want is a social morality appropriate for beings like us, the aspirations of the New Egalitarians should be deeply troubling.
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