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The notions of Self-Ownership and Egalitarianism, so G.A.Cohen
 and Robert Nozick
, are mutually incompatible. A state can redistribute money to its weaker citizens via taxation. So the incompatibility issue hinges on the question if taxation infringes the rights of a self-owned person or in Nozick‘s words, if taxation is on par with forced labour. In this essay I will first briefly outline, why Self-Ownership and Egalitarianism have a compelling intuitive force. Then by analyzing and refusing three widely known objections against the “taxation is forced labour“-thesis, I demonstrate that the incompatibility still remains. In the last section I will argue that the upshot for an account of distributive justice should be the denial of Egalitarianism in favour of a libertarian view, thereby taking a Nozickian stand.

Introducing Self-Ownership and Egalitarianism

Before we look closer on taxation as remedy or forced labour, I will review the two positions that are at stake in this discussion:

Egalitarianism: Rawls
 has developed a scenario, which is known as the Original Position, to demonstrate the compelling force of Egalitarianism. He invites us to imagine ourselves in a pool of people in which no one knows about their talents, capabilites, etc. Rawls continues in asking us, which distribution of wealth we would favour in this scenario after we are being released and shape the world according to our unknown talents. An intuitive reaction is triggered that makes it hard for us to justify any distribution of wealth which does not respect the unequal distribution of talents. Inequality can be only licensed if thereby the situation of the worst-off is enhanced.

Self-Ownership: On the other hand we consider our talents and capabilites as something we own ourselves. We are to decide how we use our talents as long as we do not harm others. We furthermore consider the labour of our hands as properly ours, in case it does not conflict with property rights of other people. According to the Lockean Proviso
 the appropriation of property does not conflict as long as there is “enough and as good left in common for others“. 

Is taxation like forced labour?

Both, Self-Ownership and Egalitarianism in the Rawlsian sense have a compelling intuitive force. This does not render them incompatible per se, of course. However, the only means of a modern state to redistribute wealth wisely, is by demanding taxes from its citizens. But this is a non-contractual obligation. As a citizen I am not in the position to choose between paying taxes or not. Nozick has famously argued that taxation infringes the rights and autonomy of self-owned people and is thus equivalent to forced labour. In what follows, I will consider this thesis as correct and will analyze if objections to it can be successfully put forward. Before I do so, I would like to make two preliminary remarks.

A. People have argued that taxation cannot be considered forced labour by the simple fact that I have a choice between earning money or not. I do not think this is a valid argument, as it assumes human beings to be satisfied by much less than there abilities can grant them. But it is in our nature to individually strive for a better life. This shows, that I only formally have a choice between paying taxes or not.

B. I am not considering the “taxation is forced labour“-thesis in the strictest sense possible, but as a minimal-state thesis. Certain structures have to be maintained in our society for individuals to use their talents as they please. This includes a police force, infrastructure, and only few more. Taxation of citizens which exceeds the aforementioned minimal state is the core of the debated thesis.

Objection 1: Talents are not owned by people, but are a common asset

The argument goes along the following line: 

We do speak of our talents or other people‘s talents, but talents are not inherently tied to the person who is in possession of her talents.
 Therefore talents are not owned by the individual herself but serve as a common asset. If this objection was true, then it is easy to see that taxation cannot be forced labour, as people gain wealth by using the talents that do not belong to them. 

I would like to rebut this argument by giving following example:

Fred and Alex are friends. Alex is a far more talented person than Fred, which makes Fred jealous of Alex.  Questioned, if he likes to have the talents of his friend Alex which makes him so jealous, Fred would probably intuitively affirm. But now we go on in telling him that this is only part of the story. Having Alex’s talents means to a large extent giving up a way of living which he identifies himself with. His behaviour, the way people perceive of him, his thinking, his social environment, ... would change dramatically or in other words, he would not be the same person anymore. It is just not possible for Fred to remain the same person, but be in possession of more talents. Our talents determine who and what we are. Society considers the individuum and her rights of utmost importance and worth protecting. To draw a wedge between an individuum and her talents would mean to take away of a person her personal identity. 

Objection 2: Christman’s distinction of control and income rights

John Christman
 in contrast to Cohen and Nozick thinks that the poles under discussion are not as incompatible as some people want us make believe they are. His arguments are directed upon the concept of ownership and how it is misused when applied to people‘s talents and capabilites. While Honorè
 has shown that ownership has a different way of usage in various settings, for Christman the most important distinction is between control and income rights. As far as he is concerned, persons should be free to use their talents as they please, but income rights have distributional character:

For income rights to be exercisable, it must be the case that (a) other people have certain preferences, (b) others have certain information, (c) barriers and transaction costs have a certain structure, and/or (d) relatively permanent social structures have been set up allowing for (a) through (c) to arise and stabilize. 

For Christman, the state is the rightful holder of rights that depend on the distribution of resources and information, and therefore he considers it legitimate to tax people when making use of their income rights.

Is Christman‘s distinction clear-cut? It does not seem so, as one can attack Christman’s distinction from both sides. Firstly, control rights often have distributional character, e.g. when using the wind for flying a kite
, secondly, income rights often have control character and it is not clear that I preserve my autonomy by only having Christman’s control rights over my possesions.

Is Christman‘s distinction convincing? Even if the distinction is a little artificial, it looks pretty neat on the surface and gives rise to a possible unification of Self-Ownership and Egalitarianism. To me though it does not justify what it aims at, namely the redistribution of wealth from the rich to the poor. At most I am willing to concede that in order for (b)-(d)
 to hold (see quote above) people should be taxed in a way which I have mentioned in point B of my introductory remarks. The state should be able to guarantee a stable market, secure social structures and free information flow. This can be achieved by state-financed police and infrastructure. But Christman does not give a necessary argument for implying the redistribution of wealth with his theory. He introduces this through the back door. 

Objection 3: Lockean versus the „Welfarist“ Proviso
In most instances people make money by using their talents in connection with property they have acquired in order to accumulate wealth. The third objection deals with the appropriation of property. Insofar as I am using not only my capabilities but also initially state-owned property, the  very use of property itself can serve as a justification for taxation. 

The Lockean Proviso states that as long as there is enough and as good left in common for others, there is nothing to object against appropriation of property. Cohen has argued though that the appropriation of property alone worsens the situation of others as they are not in the position anymore to appropriate what has been taken away from them. But Cohen does not hesitate to admit that the only real alternative
, the Steiner distribution
, will lead to an unequal distribution of wealth, because the able-bodied person can offer the less talented a greater revenue if the latter sells his property to the former. Without further infringement of self-ownership rights, Egalitarian distribution seems not possible. 

Michael Otsuka
 has offered a welfarist reading of the Egalitarian Proviso
. In his opinion appropriation of property is only justified if it leads “to the same absolute level of welfare“. This means that less-talented people get a greater share of external resources. The more-talented then has to work on the property of the less-talented so that in the end an equal welfare is achieved. The greatest objections against Otsukas “Welfarist proviso“ are of practical nature. A classification of people’s talents which is then used to calculate the amount of allowed property-appropriation, seems impossible. But there is also an in-principle argument against Otsuka‘s theory. How can we justify to punish able-bodied people by giving them a lesser share of the world‘s resources? It seems by being talented, you are not lucky but you are forced to work harder on other people’s property to gain wealth. I would agree with people who argue that a welfarist distribution is on par with taxation. But that only strengthens my point of view, that taxation for redistribution is equivalent to forced labour.

What is the upshot for an account of distributive justice?

In this last section I would like to look shortly at the upshot of my previous analysis for distributive justice. The outcome of my investigation is basically that the dilemma still holds. If Egalitarianism and the doctrine of Self-Ownership are incompatible, which of the two concepts has to be dropped?

The Original Position of Rawls, as I have sketched in the first section, acknowledges the fact that people with greater capabilities should be given some kind of incentive to act, so that the situation of the worst-off is improved. This is the only way Rawls is willing to justify an unequal distribution to a small extent. But with this exception Rawls already admits, that it is not only the talents that play a role which eventually lead to an uneven distribution of wealth but also the will of the individual to use her talents. Assuming that everybody has got a free will, the original position distorts reality in a significant way. The amount of wealth is reflected not only by a one-dimensional scale of capabilities, but also strongly by the will of the people to use their talents. Unless we consider the will to use one’s talents as a talent itself, which I categorically refuse, this conclusion is hard to deny. Thereby, Rawls Original Position looses its compelling intuitive force. Put back again in the pool of people who do not know about their talents, we might react differently this time: Distribution of wealth should not be equal, but based on the willingness, the effort made and the time spent in using our talents and contributing to the welfare of society. Distributive justice cannot be achieved by an egalitarian principle, but should be based on the primary goal of Self-Ownership, an undeniable right of each person.

Conclusion

As I have shown, the three main arguments against “taxation is forced labour“ do not withstand scrutinized analysis. There might be other attempts in the literature which try to solve the dilemma of the incompatibility of Self-Ownership and Egalitarianism, but it seems that by the very nature of the two doctrines, a unification proves resistant. The fact that taxation is likely to be on par with forced labour, results in the state using people not only as means in themselves but also as means to an end. Taxation is therefore only acceptable, if the money is used to ensure that people can freely develop their talents and capabilities. A redistribution of wealth from the rich to the poor should not be the obligation of the state, but a matter of private, voluntary initiatives.
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� Cohen in ´Self-Ownership, Freedom and Equality´


� Nozick in ´Anarchy, State and Utopia´


� Rawls in ´A Theory of Justice´


� Locke in ´Two Treatises of Government´


� Brian Barry cannot help to see the transformation from the grammatical truth to the ownership thesis as a „verbal trickery“.


� Christman in `Self-Ownership, equality, and the structure of property rights`


� Honorè in `Ownership`


� Christman in `Self-Ownership, equality, and the structure of property rights`, pp. 5.5.8, OU)


� Example from the Open University Reader, p.145


� I do not see the fact that other people have certain preferences (point a) as a valid argument for taxing people


� Another alternative would be a collective ownership of the world. As this would lead though to a total breakdown of decision-making, this alternative is quickly rejected


� The Steiner distribution means equal private ownership of all external resources


� Otsuka in `Self-Ownership and equality: a Lockean Reconciliation`


� Egalitarian Proviso: You may acquire previously unowned worldly resources if and only if you leave enough so that everyone else can acquire an equally good share of unowned worldly resources. (Otsuka, pp. 5.6.11 OU)





