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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT: JUSTICE, UNEQUAL TALENTS, AND THE MARKET

People who are equally hard-working can command radically different wages, and hence
different life prospects, merely because they possess different innate talents. Inequalities of this
sort strike many people as unjust. Yet, the challenge is to characterize the injustice precisely and
to explain what form of social institutions would target and eliminate the injustice. My thesis takes
up this challenge by solving three related problems. Together, the three parts develop a
comprehensive account of the just treatment of unequal talents in the market.

I. Freedom

Unlike the traditional earnings tax which is based on the individual’s actual income, the
endowment tax is based on the individual’s maximum potential income. The endowment tax raises
a frightening prospect: an individual taxed according to her potential income as, say, a corporate
lawyer might be forced to give up her preferred career as a philosophy professor and to work as a
corporate lawyer in order to pay her taxes. Although this seems to be an impermissible intrusion
on freedom, the challenge is to specify why the endowment tax is impermissible in a way that does
not rule out all forms of taxation. After showing why the solutions put forward by John Rawls and
by Liam Murphy and Thomas Nagel fail, I provide my own solution. I claim that the endowment
tax is impermissible not because it forecloses more options but because of which options it
forecloses. Thus, in order to explain the impermissibility of the endowment tax, we first need to
distinguish the options to which individuals have a legitimate moral claim. [ suggest one way of
drawing this distinction by appealing to two principles widely embraced in the philosophical
literature. I conclude with implications for the current tax system.

II. Equality

As John Rawls recognized in his theory of justice, we are not entitled to a greater share of the
benefits of social cooperation merely because of our place in the distribution of natural talents.
However, as Ronald Dworkin subsequently added, we are entitled to greater compensation to the
extent this merely compensates for harder work. While numerous attempts have been made to
integrate these two principles, they have all ended in a compromise. I show that the reason they
inevitably end in a compromise is because they all defer, to varying degrees, to a distribution of
wages which reflects the unequal distribution of natural talents. As a result, these accounts take as
an input the very unfairness they are trying to eliminate. To avoid this problem, I instead ask what
wages would be if wages were determined solely by individuals’ preferences over occupational
positions. To that end, I ask what wages would be if currently existing jobs were auctioned off
among equally talented individuals. The resulting wage distribution would be sensitive to
differences in the onerousness of the work, as determined by individuals’ preferences, but
insensitive to the distribution of natural talents. I conclude by showing the ramifications of my
account for the current welfare system.

III. Incentives

According to conventional economic wisdom, in order to help the poor we must allow greater
rewards to the talented. Indeed, John Rawls included incentives in his theory of justice for
precisely that reason. According to Rawls, inequalities are just if and only if they are necessary to
benefit the least advantaged. As G.A. Cohen has pointed out, however, Rawls’ theory appears to be
internally inconsistent. If, as Rawls assumes, the talented are themselves committed to the
difference principle, then they cannot claim that incentives are necessary when they could choose
to do the socially beneficial work without the incentives. Although I agree with Cohen’s argument
as it applies to Rawls, I argue that egalitarians who, unlike Rawls, are concerned about the
distribution of the burdens of social cooperation and not merely the benefits can accept incentives
consistent with an egalitarian ethos. To the extent the greater rewards merely compensate for the
burden of sacrificing their preferred occupation, there is no inequality to justify. Nonetheless, |
conclude by showing why few incentives in the real world satisfy this requirement.



