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Introduction: In this paper, I will defend what I call the decent level criterion of justice and show why it should be of special interest to proponents of a basic income guarantee. I believe that the decent level criterion and the basic income guarantee are linked by a commitment to the abolition of poverty.
 What is appealing about the basic income guarantee is the promise of abolishing poverty without embracing a radical egalitarian socialist perspective. This feature coincides with the decent level criterion, which sets the criterion of justice at the point where all have the resources for a decent level of well-being. It does not aim to abolish income inequalities entirely and does not attempt to do away with a market capitalist system of production and distribution.
  If the decent level criterion and the guaranteed income proposal coincide, then a defense of one is a defense of the other, and views that compete with or criticize one must be met by defenders of both views.


In my book, Economic Justice, I argue that economic systems and the criteria of economic justice that they embody can be evaluated by three central values: overall well-being, moral desert, and the preservation of liberty. Proponents of both market capitalism and state socialism appeal to these same values, with each one claiming that its system makes people better off, rewards desert appropriately, and promotes people’s liberty. I argue that a welfare state promotes these values better than either a libertarian capitalist system or state socialism. These same values can be appropriated by defenders of a guaranteed income. The following is a brief sketch of the key arguments.

The utilitarian argument from overall well-being: As utilitarians have long argued, the phenomenon of diminishing marginal utility shows that as people accumulate greater amounts of resources, they reach a point where the value of these resources tends to decrease. An extra hundred dollars is worth much less to a wealthy person than to a poor person because it will not increase the wealthy person’s well-being while it will improve the lot of the poor person by enabling the poor to purchase food or other necessary goods. Hence, we maximize overall well-being by practices that move resources from those who get less value from them to those who get more value. Anyone below a decent level is suffering some form of serious deprivation by virtue of lacking economic resources. Guaranteeing them an income level that brings them up to a decent level contributes more to overall well-being than adding resources to the well off.
The argument from desert: In making the case for a guaranteed income, advocates must meet the objection that people come to deserve resources by virtue of their work while people who do nothing deserve nothing. This argument overlooks the distinction between two kinds of desert: personal desert, which must be earned and is based on what people do, and human desert, which people have simply by virtue of their humanity. The idea of human desert is related to ideas of basic human rights. No one needs to earn the right not to be tortured or arbitrarily arrested. Likewise, anyone who believes that children deserve to be educated and to have a decent opportunity to improve their situation is committed to a belief in unearned desert since children have not yet done anything to earn their right to a decent education. Similarly, a guaranteed income is deserved by people because all humanly deserve to be at a decent level if the resources exist to make this possible. To ignore people’s basic needs and to allow them to exist in conditions of harsh deprivation fails to treat them as they humanly deserve. It also ignores the important fact that much of the population may not be able to work for a living. Think of children, the elderly, the sick and disabled, as well as parents who have to care for their children.

The argument from promoting liberty: Libertarians oppose all forms of income distribution because, they claim, the use of taxes for this purpose violates the liberty of people who own things. The problem with this view is that it focuses only on negative liberty, which is freedom from coercion and direct interference by others. This overlooks the fact that genuine liberty is not merely negative but requires the power to act. I lack the liberty to buy the Empire State Building, not because someone is preventing me from doing so but because I don’t have the money for the purchase. Similarly, people can lack the freedom to do what is necessary for a decent life for themselves for reasons that have nothing to do with the active interference by others. They lack the required freedom because they lack money and other resources. A guaranteed income increases liberty by increasing people’s actual ability to do things that help them meet their needs, implement their plans, and satisfy their desires. Providing people with income is a way to make them more free, and just as a guaranteed income increases overall well-being in a society, so too does it increase the overall amount of freedom in a society even if taxation diminishes somewhat the ability of people to do whatever they want with their own resources.

This is the brief version of a positive case for guaranteeing income or other resources needed for a decent level of well-being. Since the three values that I appeal to are widely accepted, showing that a principle or policy promotes them is, I think, an effective way to increase support for them.

What counts as a decent level? Even a sympathetic person may wonder, however, what is meant by a “decent level.” If we cannot specify this, then we cannot know how to implement the criterion. I take the decent level to be a function of a broad consensus about which resources are required for a person not to be suffering from serious deprivations. This consensus will vary with time and place, depending on the resources available to a society and their conception of what a decent life is. In the United States at present, there is a strong consensus that this includes access to adequate food, shelter, clothing, to a certain level of education, and to medications that are widely available. Certainly people can survive without some of these, but they are widely seen as necessary for being a normal member of the society. In other societies, the resource requirements differ. So, “decent level” is an abstract notion that has to be filled in with various understandings within different societies.

The idea of a decent level is conceptually linked to the idea of poverty, which we generally understand as a condition in which people are unable to reach a decent level of well-being because they lack the necessary resources. Hence, achieving a decent level for all and abolishing poverty turn out to be the same thing.

Comparisons With Other Criteria of Justice

In what follows, I want to sketch some competing views of economic justice and suggest how their challenges to a guaranteed income can be met. I will contrast it with various views of economic justice by focusing on their views on the question of whether justice requires that there should be floors and ceilings; i.e., minimum and maximum amounts, on the level of resources that people possess. The views I will briefly consider are:1) Egalitarianism, 2) Libertarian marketism, 3) Rawls’s difference principle, 4) Prioritarianism, and 5) The Sufficiency view. 



The decent level view requires a certain floor beneath which people do not go, and the guaranteed income proposal is one way to achieve this floor. They say that no one will possess less than the amount required for a decent level of well-being. Neither of these views requires a ceiling. They do not seek to impose a limit on the amount of resources that people might possess.


The two most prominent competing views are the economic egalitarianism associated with socialism and the market proceduralist views associated with libertarian capitalism. Both of these oppose a guaranteed income of the sort I have described. While egalitarian socialists might support a guaranteed income as a step toward equality, they would reject the guaranteed income as economically just if it leaves inequalities intact. Market libertarians reject a guaranteed income because it requires coercive taxation to support it and thus distributes resources through coercive governmental processes rather than through their preferred mechanism of voluntary transfers in a market system.


Egalitarianism: I take economic egalitarianism to be the view that resources should be distributed equally, but many people are called egalitarians who don’t actually require this. A prominent philosophical defender of egalitarianism is Thomas Nagel. Nagel describes the problem of economic justice very powerfully in his book, Equality and Partiality. He writes:

 [I]t is appalling that the most effective social systems we have been able to devise permit so many people to be born into conditions of harsh deprivation which crush their prospects for leading a decent life, while many others are well provided for from birth…and are free to enjoy advantages vastly beyond the conditions of mere decency.

Nagel sees the problem here as the disparity between those who have too little and others who have so much. Since he sees inequality to be the problem, he takes equality to be the solution, even though he is pessimistic about overcoming the obstacles to an egalitarian distribution.

In my view, Nagel misdescribes both the problem and the solution. The problem with the situation he describes is not that people have unequal amounts of resources. Rather, the problem is that:

1. People live in conditions of harsh deprivation and have no prospect for a decent life;

2. They are born into this condition and thus do not deserve it;

3. The fact that others have such plentiful resources suggests that there are enough resources to end the undeserved, harsh deprivations that so many people endure.

This offensive set of conditions can be ended by providing everyone with the resources needed for a decent level of well-being. A decent level would end the conditions of harsh deprivation caused by poverty. With everyone at a decent level, the remaining inequalities would no longer be unjust. It would no longer matter that some have more than others because equality is not necessary for justice. 


The egalitarian view insists on both a floor and a ceiling and requires that they be equal. But this insistence on equality rests on a confusion. The confusion is the equating of  being badly off with being less well off than others. The egalitarian critique loses its force once we see that poverty could be eliminated and, as a result, no one would be badly off, even though inequalities remain and some remain better off than others.

A basic income that provides a decent level for all is sufficient for justice. In addition, it should be easier to achieve because it is less restrictive than equality and demands less from the well off than is required by the egalitarian’s requirements.


Market Libertarianism: At the other extreme is the market libertarian view. Libertarian thinkers like Robert Nozick claim that as long as resources are acquired through voluntary transfers, then whatever resulting distribution occurs is just. This is a pure proceduralist conception of justice. It rejects both floors and ceilings. To insist on a floor or ceiling is to hold that justice is determined by outcomes. For libertarians, however, outcomes are irrelevant to the justice of a distribution. Its justice is determined by how it came about. Even if the resulting distribution fits Nagel’s bleak description of people born into conditions of harsh deprivation while others are born into conditions of comfort and affluence, this does not matter.
In spite of its appeal to many people, the idea that we could evaluate the justice of a distribution without assessing its impact on the quality of people’s lives seems to me preposterous. The reason it is preposterous is that institutions have instrumental rather than intrinsic value. The free market, which is the key institution in a capitalist economy, is no exception. So, when we evaluate this institution, we need to see what its effects are on human life and human well-being. To the extent that market institutions promote important values and enhance human life, then we should value them. But if the distribution that results from them is detrimental to human beings, then it needs to be altered and improved. The libertarian case for markets is defective because it has no concern with the results of the free market process.


Market libertarianism is also defective because it pays no attention to issues of fair competition. Since people’s starting places in economic competition vary greatly, the chance of succeeding is greatly influenced over undeserved advantages and disadvantages. Hence, a pure market lacks some of the elementary features that make other competitive processes fair.


The guaranteed income solves both of these problems. It requires that no one be below a floor in income that is required for a decent life. In addition, if part of a decent level is being able to have a fair chance in competitive economic processes, then the resources required for proceduralist justice would be part of what is guaranteed.

Rawls and the Difference Principle: John Rawls has defended a view that differs both from the egalitarian view and the decent level theory.
 Like the egalitarian view, Rawls has both a floor and a ceiling, but the relationship between them is more complex. For Rawls, the ceiling is set by its impact on the floor. If some people’s having more than others helps to raise the level of the least well off, then justice allows those people at the top to have more. How much more is determined by the impact on the floor. As long as raising the ceiling raises the floor, then the disparity between them is just. If raising the ceiling either lowers the floor or has no effect, then those increased inequalities are unjust. Rawls’ aim is to maximize the level of the least well off by permitting those levels of inequality that work to raise the level for the worst off. 

How does Rawls’s view relate to the basic income guarantee and the decent level criterion? Regarding the basic income guarantee, Rawls’s view is obviously compatible with the basic income proposal since an income guarantee is one possible way of implementing the difference principle. The relation to the decent level criterion is ambiguous. If it turns out that the maximum level for the least well off is below a decent level, then perhaps the society simply does not have the resources to do any better. In this situation, Rawls would say that the distribution is just while the decent level view implies that it fails to be just but that the society is not to be blamed for this.

Suppose that Rawls’s difference principle requires a level that exceeds the decent level. In this case, his view is more demanding than the decent level view. Even if poverty could be abolished, Rawls would want more to be done. The trouble with this something more is that it may show an excessive concern for the less well off and insufficient level of concern for the better off. The better off could plausibly argue that limiting their possessions is reasonable and just only if it is necessary to insure that everyone is at a decent level. Once this is achieved, however, they could plausibly argue that there is no reason to abridge their liberty by placing further constraints on their right to better their own situation.

Whether or not this argument is compelling, it does show the usefulness of focusing on floors and ceilings. While Rawls’s basic arguments do a good job of justifying a floor, they are less convincing as justifications for a ceiling. If a ceiling is to be justified, a better case for it needs to be made.

One final point about Rawls’s difference principle. Even though it is a stronger principle in that it is potentially more demanding than the decent level view, it may be weaker in another respect. Because it is an abstract and complex principle, it is not immediately evident exactly what it does require. While the decent level view may be weaker in the sense that it requires less than the difference principle, both it and the basic income view may be more powerful because they are clearer and more concrete in practical terms. We don’t have to debate or make questionable inferences to tell whether a society is meeting their demands, whereas telling whether the difference principle is satisfied is more difficult. 

It is interesting that although Rawls never gave up the difference principle, in later works, he is much clearer and more concrete about the demands of justice. In The Law of Peoples, Rawls says that liberal democratic societies provide their citizens with a “decent distribution of income and wealth” so that they may be “assured the all-purpose means necessary for them to take intelligent and effective advantage of their basic freedoms.”
 This brings him closer to both the decent level view and the guaranteed income proposal.


Prioritarianism: Derek Parfit has argued that egalitarians often seem to identify equality with something very different.
 Embedded in Nagel’s defense of equality, for example, is the idea that in distributing resources, priority needs to be given to people who are badly off. Given a choice between diverting resources to the well off and diverting them to the badly off, the latter should take priority. But, Parfit notes, this prioritarian view need not require that equality be achieved.

This is an important point because it shows that an idea that is different from equality can confusedly be a motivator for advocating equality. People advocate equality, but what they really want is priority for the needs of the poor. Once this prioritarian view is made explicit, it might appear to be superior to other conceptions of economic justice, including the decent level view. I want to suggest, however, that this is an illusion. The prioritarian view is not a true alternative because it is indeterminate in its meaning, and when it is clarified, it collapses into other views that have already been discussed.
We can see this by considering the “problem of the cutoff.” Suppose that we adopt the rule that we should give priority to the least well off when we distribute goods. Is there a cutoff point which, when reached, means that the priority no longer needs to be given? Or, does the priority process continue indefinitely?


Suppose that there is no cutoff and that however resources are distributed, priority should be given to those who have less. If this case, prioritizing will continue until all are equal. In other words, the “no cutoff” version of prioritarianism collapses into egalitarianism.

Suppose that there is a cutoff. Then we must ask where it is. At what point does the priority for the least well off cease? According to the decent level view, the cutoff point is the attainment of a decent level for all. As long as some are below the decent level, raising their level has priority. When all reach the decent level, the priority rule is satisfied. So, the decent level view is a form prioritarianism with a particular floor as the cutoff.


Rawls’s view is a complex form of prioritarianism. If we accept a certain ceiling as the right one because it is the ceiling level that maximizes the level of the floor, then when the proper relation exists between floor and ceiling, no more needs to be done. In fact, lowering the ceiling in order to further reduce the disparity between the best off and the least well off would result in a lower floor—i.e., it would make those at the bottom less well off—so it would be ruled out by the theory. For Rawls, the cutoff is reached when the difference principle is satisfied.

Prioritarianism, then, is not one view but a family of views. It can yield equality, the decent level, the difference principle, and other views as well. We can’t evaluate it without focusing on one or another of these various forms.

While basic income proposals are motivated by a concern for the least well off and a desire to abolish poverty, there is one way in which prioritarianism and income guarantees may conflict. At least some advocates of a basic income want it to be universal and unconditional so as to get away from needs-based criteria. The thought is that universal programs generate better political support because everyone benefits from them.
 But an unconditional grant is not directed only at those most in need. In this sense priority for the worst off is rejected even though the motivation for the income grant may well be prioritarian in spirit.

Other basic income advocates may support a more prioritarian, needs-based strategy instead of a universal benefit. The version of a basic income guarantee defended by Karl Widerquist and Michael Lewis would provide an income only those persons who fall below a certain level of income. It honors both the spirit and the letter of the prioritarian view.

F. The Sufficiency View: Before concluding, I want to discuss one final view since the contrast with this view will further clarify the decent level view and the use of a guaranteed income to implement it. This view is the sufficiency criterion proposed by Harry Frankfurt.
 This view sounds very similar to the decent level view, partly because it makes similar criticism of egalitarianism. Frankfurt criticizes egalitarians, saying that what is important is that people have sufficient resources, not that they have the same amount as others. But what is sufficient? For Frankfurt, a sufficient amount is an amount that makes one content or, at least, if one is not content, then one’s discontent is not a result of insufficient resources. In effect, what Frankfurt proposes is a floor but no ceiling, and he sets the floor at the point at which contentment is attained or, if it is not, no additional resources will yield contentment.

The problem with this view is that the sufficiency criterion is psychological and individualistic. The level of adequacy is dictated by individual tastes and preferences. For this reason, it cannot handle two important kinds of problems: the problems of expensive tastes and the problem of adaptive preference. In the first case, people are discontent unless they can have, for example, the finest wines, the fanciest cars, a yacht, servants, etc. Even if these goods are in fact necessary for the well-being of some, there is no reason to believe that justice requires the satisfaction of all these desires, especially if resources are limited. At the same time, other people—beaten down and discouraged by difficult life circumstances—may come to accept a standard that leaves them badly off. Their preferences may have adapted to the harsh realities so that they no longer want what is required for a decent level. Frankfurt’s contentment criterion requires us to say that these people have enough.

If we use the contentment criterion for sufficiency, then, the basic income that would be required for people would vary with the costs of making them content. People with expensive tastes would get more while people with low expectations would get less. This does not seem like a practically feasible idea or a reasonable demand of justice.


By contrast, the decent level criterion is a social criterion. It identifies certain resources that are widely seen as necessary for a decent level and rests on the shared view that the lack of these resources is a serious deprivation. It assumes that every society has some consensus about what is required for a decent level rather than relying on individual psychological idiosyncrasies. As a social criterion, the decent level is objective while the sufficiency view rests on the subjective states of differing individuals.

It is worth stressing that the decent level promises resources but does not guarantee happiness. Even with the resources for a decent level of well-being, people may be unhappy for other reasons. For example, the person of your dreams does not want to marry you. Or your favorite sports team loses yet again. Happiness cannot be guaranteed and is not required by justice. In this way, neither the decent level criterion nor the income guarantee is a utopian idea. Neither promises a perfect world.


Conclusion: I believe that a basic income guarantee that matches the decent level criterion is superior to its competitors and that it has significant virtues both for theoretical and for practical purposes. Having addressed theoretical issues in this paper so far, I will add a word about practical issues.

Many people who care about the abolition of poverty use the language of equality to make their case. But in fact, equality is an extraordinarily demanding goal, and it is a goal that virtually no one really wants. Our lives are shot through with inequalities that most of us accept and even cherish. Friendship and love, for example, require us to devote unequal amounts of time and energy to those we love and care about. Various empirical studies show a great deal of sympathy for helping the poor, but they show little sympathy with the idea of imposing a ceiling on what the well off can possess.
 By equating justice with equality, those who care about the situation of the poor only make it less likely that progress will be made toward abolishing poverty and achieving a decent level for all.
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