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MORAL MARKET DESIGN
We often encounter people who we believe are behaving immorally. We routinely try to change minds and often donate to
charitable organizations that do the same. Of course, this does not always work. In a liberal, rights-based society, we have
to tolerate this. But legal entitlements to act in ways that others find immoral are inefficiently allocated. For example, some
meat-eaters value eating meat less than some vegetarians would be willing to pay them to stop. While many have written
about the limits of the market, market design, and abuse of right, few have considered the sale of these entitlements. This
article proposes a market-based solution, encouraging the sale of these entitlements under certain conditions. This would
lead to improvements both on an economic efficiency analysis and on a moral analysis.
*427 INTRODUCTION
People have legal entitlements to act in ways that others regard as morally impermissible. When they do, others have a
defeasible reason to stop them. Circumstances will dictate whether others should try to inhibit such behavior, and, if so,
the best method: one might convince such people that what they are doing is wrong; one might explain that others will
dislike them if they persist; one might ask them nicely, or threaten them; or, one could pay them.
I argue that we ought to pay people to stop behaving in ways we believe are immoral but toward which they are morally
indifferent. I argue for the creation of a moral market, where people buy and sell the cessation of such behavior. Properly
regulated, this market would have two significant upsides, noted here, and few downsides. First, it would allow people
to trade in a way that would make them better off. Second, it would bring about a moral improvement.
Of course, this is a highly theoretical, academic proposal. Before designing a new market, experts outside of philosophy
need to weigh in. 1 I aim merely to draw attention to the inefficient allocation of certain entitlements and to offer a
framework to address this problem.
The article proceeds as follows: first, I use the case of the ethical vegetarian to motivate the proposal and articulate the
positive argument for creating a moral market; second, I refine the proposal and set limits to the market; third, I consider
several objections; fourth, I offer two additional proposals in the same spirit, which those initially unconvinced of the
desirability of the moral market, may find more palatable.
I. MORAL INDIFFERENCE AND ALLOCATIVE INEFFICIENCY
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Moral disagreement is ubiquitous, but it is nevertheless striking that everyone is surrounded by people who believe that
morality requires them to act in ways incompatible with what they believe morality requires. There is a large literature
on the problem of disagreement and what to do about it. 2 Chiefly, however, this article *428 considers cases of
disagreement in which one party is morally indifferent toward their own behavior while the other party believes that they
act impermissibly. This kind of moral disagreement allows for both increased economic efficiency and moral progress,
so far not discussed. 3
Moral disagreement may be (generally) intractable, and therefore so too are the actions that follow from disagreeing
parties. But when the actions stem from non-moral reasons, the actor can be deterred with financial incentives or in-kind
payments. And, while people should not allow financial incentives to outweigh moral reasons, financial incentives often
do outweigh non-moral reasons--innocuously so. One ought not, say, accept money to paint a racial slur on a building,
but painters earn a living painting buildings they otherwise have no reason to. To motivate the proposal for the moral
market, consider the case of the ethical vegetarian and the omnivore.
A. The Vegetarian and the Omnivore
Ethical vegetarians believe that eating meat is morally impermissible. 4 Omnivores, (at least those who are not akratic),
believe that eating meat is morally permissible but not obligatory. 5 That is, while omnivores believe that there's nothing
wrong with *429 eating meat, they do not believe that they ought to eat meat, just as they do not believe they ought to
go to a Yankees game, or wear a blue shirt. 6 One can say that omnivores are morally indifferent toward eating meat and
watching baseball and wearing blue shirts. Of course, there are non-moral reasons to eat meat, watch baseball, and wear
blue. To give up those activities might come at a cost, but not a moral cost.
However much vegetarians detest meat-eating, they cannot just force meat-eaters to stop eating meat: people have a
legal entitlement to do so. However, there are some meat-eaters who, for a price, would become vegetarians for a period
of time. 7 And, presumably, there are some people willing to pay that price. 8 If one owns the entitlement to eat meat,
then one can sell that entitlement to the vegetarian. In effect, the vegetarian is contractually binding the meat-eater to
become a vegetarian.
Entitlement is a notoriously elusive concept. 9 Let entitlement, here, mean the legal ability to engage in a behavior or
activity. Ignore the distinction between conduct to which people have an enumerated right--say, to vote--and conduct
that no law currently prohibits, but easily could--say, the right to park on a certain street. Thinking about the ability to
eat meat as an entitlement, and arguing that, in some cases, it ought to be for sale does not entail that all entitlements
are, or ought to be alienable or salable. 10 One cannot, for example, give or sell oneself into slavery.
*430 It might seem odd to think about buying and selling the entitlement to eat meat. After all, people are legally
permitted to eat as much meat as they want, so, one might say, acquiring someone else's entitlement does not get them
anything. But that is wrong. While in some cases of transfer of ownership one acquires a new good, or the ability to
engage in a behavior one otherwise could not, here the buyer pays the seller to lose the legal ability to perform some
behavior. In the meat-eating case, the vegetarian buys the entitlement from the omnivore not because the vegetarian
wants to eat meat, but precisely because they want the omnivore not to.
A trade on the moral market would make both parties by their own estimation better off: the omnivore values the
entitlement to eat meat less than the vegetarian values the omnivore becoming a vegetarian. Without this trade, some
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people to whom the entitlement was granted will not derive the full value of the entitlement. 11 That is, if the entitlement
to eat meat would be worth $100 on the moral market, but someone values their entitlement at only $50, then they are
effectively out $50.
The moral market is not necessarily shielded from regulation. While there is a presumption in favor of voluntary
transactions, this presumption can be overcome in the case of market failure, in which case the state can regulate or
prohibit trade. 12 The argument in favor of trades on the moral market is the same as the argument for trade, generally,
with the added benefit that it would make things morally better, as well. 13 Given certain restrictions, trades on the moral
market can withstand the objections that are made to limit trade in other goods *431 and services, like organs and sex,
as well as objections unique to this market.
B. Paying for Behavior, and “Type-1” Cases
In the vegetarianism case, the buyer wants the seller to cease immoral behavior. One can also imagine cases in which the
buyer pays the seller to do something rather than to stop doing something. In particular, one can imagine cases where
the buyer believes that the seller is failing to engage in morally obligatory behavior, and the seller believes that they
are failing to engage in morally permissible, but not obligatory, behavior. Imagine, for example, that environmentalists
believe that it is morally obligatory to recycle; others believe that it is morally permissible, but not obligatory, to recycle.
On the moral market, the environmentalist could pay the non-recyclers to recycle.
These two kinds of cases, paying someone to cease immoral behavior and paying someone to engage in morally obligatory
behavior, though structurally distinct, are not morally distinct. Assume that to fail to engage in morally obligatory
behavior just is to act immorally. With this taxonomy in mind, note that the two cases share the following structure,
which will be called a “Type-1” case:
Type-1 Case

A believes B's φ-ing is impermissible. B believes their φ-ing is permissible
but not obligatory.

For the purposes of this article, “φ-ing” will be used to represent doing or failing to do something, such as, eating meat
or failing to recycle. Furthermore, for purposes of later discussion, A will be interchangeably associated with the identity
of the individual named Adam and similarly B with Bethany. Given some assumptions, when the case has the above
structure there is reason to think that A ought to pay B to stop φ-ing.
Not only would trades on the moral market increase economic efficiency, but such exchanges would make things morally
better, at least from the buyer's perspective, and morally worse according to neither. Consider the perspectives of a
buyer and seller, respectively, contemplating such a transaction. The buyer believes that the seller is engaging in immoral
behavior, say, eating meat, and after the trade, would no longer. Assuming that the buyer does not give up anything of
comparable moral value by spending the money, from their *432 perspective this is a moral improvement. 14 The seller
believes that they are engaging in morally permissible, but not obligatory, behavior-- eating meat, and after the trade,
would no longer. From the seller's perspective, the trade is morally neutral. Note two features of the views of the parties:
first, from the perspective of the buyer and seller in aggregate, the trade constitutes a moral improvement; second, neither
party thinks that the trade constitutes a moral loss. Granted, that neither party believes things are morally worse does
not mean that they are not. I'll address this point in Section II.
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If a voluntary transaction can make both buyer and seller better off, from their own point of view, and can produce,
from their aggregate perspectives, a net moral improvement, and neither party thinks there was a moral loss, then
barring significant market failure it seems that people ought to engage in these kinds of trades. In Section II, I'll consider
limitations to trades on the moral market and refine the proposal to take them into account. In Section III, I'll consider
and respond to several objections. However, none of the objections are sufficient to undermine this central piece of the
argument: given some assumptions, if Adam believes that Bethany is acting immorally, and Bethany is morally indifferent
to her own behavior, then Adam should pay Bethany to cease her behavior.
II. REFINING THE PROPOSAL
A. Different Kinds of Permissible Behavior
I noted that the cases I described had the following, Type-1 structure:
Type-1 Case

A believes B's φ-ing is impermissible. B believes their φ-ing is permissible
but not obligatory.

But this case is underspecified: people are not morally indifferent to all behaviors they believe are permissible but not
obligatory. Consistent with the seller believing that φ-ing is permissible but not obligatory, there are several different
ways to classify the behavior: it *433 could be morally neutral, a morally permissible moral mistake, supererogatory,
or sub-erogatory.
An action is morally neutral just in case either there are no moral reasons that weigh in favor or against that action, or
the reasons for and against balance each other out. 15 People ought to be morally indifferent toward morally neutral
actions. The vegetarian example is just this kind of case: omnivores are morally indifferent toward meat-eating. Paying
someone to cease behavior that they regard as morally neutral was the impetus for this project. Both parties benefit and,
in aggregate, from their perspective, the trade constitutes a moral improvement without either party thinking that things
are morally worse off.
But not all morally permissible actions are morally neutral. Supererogatory and sub-erogatory actions, and morally
permissible moral mistakes, though morally permissible, are not morally neutral. 16 People have moral reasons to save
others from burning buildings, and to change seats so a couple can sit together, though it is usually considered morally
permissible to do neither. 17
*434 Even if the case involves paying people to do things that the recipient believes they ought to do, there are reasons
to be wary, especially in the moral case. 18 See Section II.D for further discussion of this objection. There is reason to be
concerned about paying someone to engage in behavior they believe they have moral reason not to, or paying someone
to desist from behavior they believe they have moral reason to engage in. I exclude from consideration those cases in
which the seller would be paid to do things they believe they have moral reason not to do, or to cease behavior they
believe they have moral reason to do.
B. Type-2 Cases
So far, discussion has been limited to circumstances where the seller regards the behavior they engage in as permissible
but not obligatory. But the reader need not limit themselves to these cases: imagine cases in which the buyer pays the
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seller to cease behavior that the seller believes is morally obligatory, or, equivalently, to engage in behavior that the seller
believes is morally impermissible. Thus, Type-2 cases:
Type-2 Case

A believes B's φ-ing is impermissible. B believes their φ-ing is obligatory.

What should the reader make of these cases? Imagine adherents of two different religions, each of which requires that all
people belong only to it. Adam believes that Bethany's membership in Religion B (and lack of membership in Religion
A) is morally impermissible. Bethany believes that her membership in Religion B (and lack of membership in Religion
A) is morally obligatory. Stipulate that there is some amount such that Adam is willing to pay so that Bethany would
be willing to convert to Religion A. While some people might be unwilling, at any price, to convert, this is not the case
for everyone, even if they might feel torn, or, after the fact, guilty.
Many who were persuaded of the desirability of the moral market to handle at least some Type-1 cases will balk at
Type-2 cases. Sure, they might say, pay someone who does not care to switch from Big *435 Macs® to veggie burgers,
but to pay someone to violate their moral beliefs is too much!
The proposal, then, is strictly limited to Type-1 cases, and specifically when the seller believes that they are engaging in
morally permissible, but not morally good, behavior. Leave it an open question whether one ought to pay people to cease
behavior that they regard as morally impermissible--that is, whether one ought to pay others to stop acting akratically.
For the remainder of the article, then, I will consider objections only to the limited positive proposal that follows: that
one ought to pay people to cease behavior they believe is impermissible and toward which they are morally indifferent.
C. Legality
Only legal entitlements are traded on the moral market. Two kinds of transactions are excluded from consideration:
paying people to cease immoral, illegal activity, and paying people to engage in morally obligatory, illegal activity. People
do not have a legal entitlement to engage in illegal activity, and so there is no entitlement to sell. For example, on the
moral market one cannot pay someone else not to use illegal drugs. No one has a legal entitlement to use drugs, so, at
least on this framework, they have nothing to sell. 19 Also excluded from the proposal is paying people to engage in
illegal activity that the buyer believes is morally obligatory. For example, on the moral market one cannot pay someone
else to, say, remove animals from a research facility. 20
D. Moral Progress
In addition to increased allocative efficiency, the moral market will bring about moral progress, according to many views
of what that could mean.
The proposal endorses trades on the moral market only in a subset of Type-1 cases: those in which the seller is morally
indifferent toward *436 their own behavior. The vegetarian and the omnivore represent a paradigm case. The trade
constitutes a moral setback according to neither party, and a moral improvement if readers consider their views in
aggregate. 21 If, in aggregate, the parties believe that things are morally better, and no party to the transaction believes
that things are morally worse, then there is some reason to think that things are, actually, morally better off. This is why
trades on the moral market would lead to moral progress.
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There are two kinds of objections. The first is that people's moral beliefs are not reliable, and thus one cannot infer
from the beliefs of the parties that the trade constituted a moral improvement to a claim that it did. The second is that,
even if people's moral beliefs are, in general, reliable, trades on the moral market will be overrepresented by those with
unreliable moral beliefs, and therefore a market in entitlements will not lead to moral progress.
If the objection to this argument is that people, generally speaking, have unreliable moral beliefs, then the objection runs
far deeper than a mere opposition to the moral market. If people have unreliable moral beliefs, and therefore should not
make trades informed by them, it seems also that we have reason to doubt whether they ought to act on them. Granted,
there is reason to take this objection seriously, but this objection is not unique to the moral market proposal; and if it is
a good objection, it raises serious doubts about whether people have reason to act in accordance with their moral beliefs.
But if the objection to this argument is, however, not that people are generally unreliable in their moral beliefs, but that
unreliable believers would be overrepresented in the market, then there might be cause for concern. Perhaps the wealthy
will participate more in the market, and the wealthy are more likely to have mistaken moral beliefs. But why should
one think that the wealthy have comparably unreliable moral beliefs? One might say that this is because the wealthy
tend to act immorally. Or, one might say that the wealthy necessarily act immorally--by not giving away their money
and *437 thereby becoming not-wealthy. However, this explanation is orthogonal to the original objection: even if the
wealthy act immorally, this does not mean that their moral beliefs are unreliable. It may mean, instead, that the wealthy
act akratically.
In addition, even if wealthy buyers are unreliable, the transaction would also require unreliable sellers. The proposal, as
the author has limited it, does not allow people to act akratically. Buyers have to believe the seller is acting immorally, and
the seller has to believe that what they are doing is permissible but not morally good. The moral market does not allow
the buyer to pay the seller, or the seller to accept money, to do something that either party believes the seller ought not.
One last response to this line of objection is regulation. An argument for the moral market does not require that every
conceivable trade be a good idea; it may require regulation. Even the market for bread, for example, is regulated. 22
In a series of articles, Glen Weyl and Eric Posner argue that our system of one-person, one-vote is inefficient because it
does not allow people to register the intensity of their preferences, and that this allows an indifferent majority to outweigh
a passionate minority. 23 To solve this problem, Weyl and Posner argue that society should instead adopt quadratic
voting, a system in which people buy as many votes as they want at the cost of the number of votes, squared. Quadratic
voting both allows people to register the intensity of their preferences and prevents the wealthy from having too much
control: assuming one dollar per vote, for one person to buy 100 votes it would cost $10,000, whereas it would cost 100
people only $101, in total, to outvote the wealthy voter. Some similar procedure could work for regulating the market
for entitlements. How exactly this would work is beyond the scope of this article.
Writing on a different, but related topic, Eric Posner and Cass Sunstein argue that when regulatory agencies conduct
cost-benefit analyses, they fail to take into account peoples' moral commitments. They argue that people suffer a welfare
loss because of the suffering of other people, and that this welfare loss ought to be taken into *438 account, as well,
in regulation. 24 Further, they argue that this welfare loss can be estimated by peoples' willingness to pay to avoid the
state of affairs they detest. 25
This is all to say that regulation may be a powerful tool in responding to problems with the moral market, just as it is
for the problems with the market for any good. It is odd, though, especially in a regulatory framework, to think about
the welfare loss of one person because of the damage to another. This oddness has been discussed in the literature on the
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right to destroy: scholars have debated whether the right to destroy persists even if destroying property would cause a
welfare loss in others, say, by destroying a work of art, 26 or killing a companion animal. 27 This theme will be taken up
in Section III.C, when discussing an objection to the moral market: that it could lead to extortion.
III. OBJECTIONS
Before beginning, note that the moral market's desirability does not require that every possible trade be wholly
unproblematic: some trades may be prohibitively costly, or unwise, or repugnant. Those cases ought to be either regulated
or prohibited. Other trades may be good on the whole, even if there are costs. As mentioned above, a market for bread,
for example, does not require the sale of all bread and does not require that the market be problem-free. This project
merely provides the framework for encouraging and regulating moral market trades, not to justify every possible trade.
A. The Limits of the Market
The scholarly literature includes many different arguments for including or excluding certain goods and services from
trade. The aim in this section is to briefly explicate the best exclusionary arguments *439 to show that even if one or
more arguments for excluding, say, organs from the market are sound, similar arguments would not work against most
trades on the moral market.
One might object that moral decision-making is one of a number of activities that should not be subject to market forces.
One might worry that alienating moral deliberation violates an important feature of autonomy. 28 This objection extends
familiar arguments against sex-work and the sale of human organs, among other exchanges, to moral decision-making.
Scholars have articulated different versions of the anti-commodification and coercion objections. 29 Michael Sandel, for
instance, argues that market values are “corrosive” of certain goods. When some goods are subjected to market forces,
he writes, “markets change the character of the goods and social practices they govern.” 30 He describes how a marketbased system of offsets can make some people think that they can absolve themselves from immoral actions, and gives as
examples websites for paying for offsets for carbon use and for cheating on exams. In the latter case, people who cheat
on exams think they can restore moral balance by making donations. 31
Margaret Jane Radin argues for the market-inalienability of certain goods and services while rejecting both universal
commodification and universal non-commodification. 32 According to Radin, market-inalienability is justified to protect
those things that are important to personhood. 33
*440 Sandel and Debra Satz both argue that fairness should constrain what markets we allow. 34 Satz describes the
market for organs where sellers are often worse off for losing an organ and sellers are usually poor, without option
and subject to dangerous procurement methods. Furthermore, markets for organs and the like “undermine the social
framework needed for people to interact as equals, as individuals with equal standing.” 35 Satz says that this is indicative
of obnoxious markets. 36 One might, with Sandel and Satz, think that transactions made under coercive circumstances,
in particular, undermine fairness and equality.
Subjecting things like sex and organs to market forces may be problematic because the sellers in those cases are often
coerced. The thought is that buyers of sex and organs take advantage of the poverty and desperation of sellers in those
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markets. The extent of coercion is so great, the argument goes, that the would-be sellers are better off if the market for
such goods did not exist.
Even if these arguments succeed against the sale of child labor, or organs, or sex, they do not succeed against all
transactions on the moral market. It is incorrect to characterize the trade as the sale of moral autonomy. In the vegetarian
case, the meat-eater believes that it's neither morally good nor morally bad to continue eating meat. The seller already
made up their mind about the morality of eating meat and decided that it is morally neutral.
The heft of any coercion argument is that the seller, but for their dire circumstances, would not engage in the trade
because of the harmful or degrading nature of the sale, or because they lack information. This might be right for many
instances of sex work or the sale of organs, but in the vegetarianism case, this objection does not work because the
seller regards the switch to vegetarianism as, at worst, an inconvenience. That the buyer regards the switch as morally
obligatory should not bear on whether the offer of a trade would coerce the buyer--at least, not more than any other
service that sellers are morally indifferent toward, like painting a house or preparing a tax return.
On the other hand, cases that would involve paying people to do what they believe is morally impermissible would be
susceptible to *441 these worries. These are Type-2 cases, discussed above. The article's proposal excludes these. Even
if there were some price at which Bethany would be willing to stop praying, or to pray to a different god, one might think
that because prayer is important to personhood - or human flourishing or because a market to get people to stop praying
would be coercive - one ought not facilitate a market for this type of exchange.
B. Doing the Right Thing for the Wrong Reasons
A Kantian might object that if a seller ceases moral behavior for money, not a sense of duty, then the cessation lacks
moral value. So, participating in the market for entitlements is not morally good. First, even if the seller's action lacks
moral value because they become vegetarian for money and not, say, because they are convinced by Tom Regan, 37 the
action of the buyer may yet have moral value. The buyer, we might think, pays the seller to go vegetarian out of their
sense of duty. Thus, even on a Kantian picture, it seems that trades on the moral market could have moral value.
Even if the Kantian is not persuaded, a trade's lacking moral value is a not a reason against it. Kantians presumably
think that buying a chocolate bar lacks moral value, and yet Kantians do not generally object to buying chocolate. A
Kantian might press that exchanges on the moral market are a violation of the Principle of Humanity. 38 But, as argued
above, if one constrains the moral market to just those cases in which the seller regards their behavior as permissible
but not morally good, then it is difficult to see how paying someone to become vegetarian constitutes using them as a
mere means any more than paying them to paint a house. Were the buyer paying the seller to engage in behavior that
the seller themselves regarded as immoral, then a plausible case could be made that the exchange violates the Principle
of Humanity.
Others may make similar objections. Sandel's warning about the market's corrosive effect on some goods could be a
serious problem. *442 As he puts it, the presence of financial incentives may “crowd out” moral or civic norms. 39
Samuel Bowels is similarly concerned that market values will crowd out moral values. He argues that economists and
policy-makers are wrong to think that people are entirely self-interested and amoral. Rather, he argues, there is a
substantial body of psychological studies that show that while people care about acting ethically, when given financial
incentives to act ethically, those financial incentives crowd out the intrinsic moral norms people already have. 40 Here,
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crowding out can mean either replacing the intrinsic ethical motivation many of us have, or it could mean that our
moral decision-making would be adversely affected. 41 Among other possible explanations, 42 Bowles describes “moral
disengagement,” a phenomenon in which “moral reasons become less salient,” in particular, when financial incentives
are present. 43
Even if Bowles and Sandel are right that encouraging ethical behavior through financial incentives is problematic, the
way the proposal is restricted avoids these concerns. It may very well be problematic to pay people to behave as they
might otherwise out of goodwill, or as they know they ought to. But if the concern is that incentives crowd out morals,
the morals have to be there in the first place. On the moral market, buyers pay seller to cease or engage in behavior
toward which the seller is morally indifferent. One cannot then say that paying an omnivore to be vegetarian crowds out
what otherwise would have been moral motives to become vegetarian, because no such motives exist. Thus, while the
crowding out objection may provide a good reason not to pay people to do what they know they ought to do, it does
not provide a good reason not to pay people to do what they are morally indifferent toward.
*443 C. Moral Extortion
One might be concerned that the moral market creates an opportunity for moral extortion. Imagine that an omnivore
wants to get higher than market price for their entitlement to eat meat. So, they artificially inflate its value by threatening
to buy hundreds of pounds of meat and throw it away unless someone pays them a great deal not to. Or, imagine that the
non-recycler threatens to rent out the local Hertz' fleet and let the cars idle in the parking lot. Or, the non-theist threatens,
not only to fail to pray to God, but to pray to the devil. The concern is that by commodifying the entitlement to engage in
behavior others believe is morally impermissible, the moral market allows the opportunist to engage in moral extortion.
The opportunist preys on the anxiety that their legally permitted behavior will cause others to feel.
One might think that if each individual owns the right to engage in legal behavior that others find immoral, one can do
anything one wants with the entitlement: after all, the foregoing argued that readers should think about it as something
they can sell. If this were the case, it would be a powerful objection, though not necessarily decisive, against the moral
market. Fortunately, there is reason to think that this kind of behavior is, or could be, illegal.
It could be, but is unlikely, that moral extortion is extortion as it is legally understood under federal 44 or state law. 45
Under the Hobbes Act, extortion is the “consensual obtaining of property from another induced by wrongful use of
actual or threatened force, violence, or fear, or under color of official right.” 46 It is often invoked to prosecute public
officials for corruption. There is reason to think that moral extortion might not quite fall under the legal meaning of
extortion as it is currently understood: the courts would have to interpret “fear” very broadly. Nevertheless, scholars
have offered different arguments about how this kind of behavior may yet be illegal. Broadly, there is wide agreement on
the following: a person's reasons for using their property in a particular way can affect whether they are legally allowed
to do so. 47 As Stephen Sachs puts it, “the law may legitimately *444 hold that it is unlawful to threaten maliciously
what would, under other circumstances, be entirely lawful to do.” 48
Sachs argues for the creation of a new kind of extortion: extortionate destruction. He describes the odd case of Toby
the Bunny: in 2005, someone made a website with photos of his rabbit and threatened to kill and eat him unless people
sent him $50,000. 49 While this might appear extortionate, extortion statutes protect people from threats against their
property. And, while it's possible that the court could construe the dislike that people have of others killing rabbits as
“fear,” this would, according to Sachs, be overbroad. 50 Indeed, even if we ought to take seriously the welfare costs of
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Bethany's immoral actions on Adam, 51 it is not the case that any time someone does something others dislike, even for
moral reasons, that behavior is or should be illegal. However, when done specifically to cause harm, or to get money,
what would otherwise be legal activity, can be illegal.
Moral externality is not altogether a new concept. Daniel Kelly discusses what he calls “strategic spillovers,” which are
negative externalities intentionally generated by a party's “use of property to extract payments from victims in exchange
for desisting.” 52 He describes how opportunistic parties generate strategic spillovers in many areas of law: environmental
law, intellectual property law, corporate law, legislation and regulation, and litigation and settlement. He does not offer
one solution to this problem but indicates that the most promising might be the abuse of right doctrine. 53
*445 According to the abuse of right doctrine, while in general people have freedom to use their property as they see
fit, when owners use their property precisely to cause harm, either as a means to extract payment or simply for spite, this
constitutes an abuse of the right of ownership, and in so doing the owner exceeds her jurisdiction. As Larissa Katz puts
it, “owners lack the jurisdiction to exercise their authority just for the reason that it will cause harm to another.” 54
In some cases, the courts have found strategic spillovers to be illegal, if not extortionate. So-called “spite fences” are
just one illustration of this. Generally speaking, people can build fences on their property even if their neighbors find
them ugly, or block their views, or their sunshine. However, when built for the purpose either to spite the neighbor, or
to extract payment, building them can be illegal. 55 Katz argues that the court's willingness to find these practices illegal
is both explained and justified by the abuse of right doctrine. Even if the abuse of right doctrine is not explicit in the
common law, Katz and others have argued that the doctrine nevertheless permeates American law. 56
Even though the prospect of moral extortion is daunting, there is reason to be hopeful that this isn't too great a problem
for the moral market. First, in many cases it may be illegal, as are spite fences and blackmail. Second, even if not illegal
now, many have argued that similar cases not currently illegal, ought to be. Were trades on the moral market to flourish,
there would be increased pressure on courts and legislatures to protect against moral extortion. Third, problems with
the moral market are not decisive against it. Kelly describes the existence of strategic spillovers in many areas of the law,
and yet the solution to the problem is not to eliminate all the very many kinds of interactions that bring it about.
D. Unconscionability
The proposal excludes both paying someone to engage in and desist from illegal activity. The proposal has assumed that
contracts on the moral market would be legally binding and enforceable. However, some contracts, though legally valid,
will not be enforced in courts of equity if they are unconscionable. 57 While not precisely *446 defined, a contract is said
to be unconscionable if “it was ‘such as no man in his senses and not under delusion would make on the one hand, and as
no honest and fair man would accept on the other ....”’ 58 The courts employ a two-pronged test to determine whether a
contract provision is unconscionable--it tests for both procedural and substantive unconscionability. 59 The former tests
for unfairness in the way the contract came about; the latter tests for unfairness in the exchange itself. Unconscionability
has been invoked in instances of vastly unequal bargaining power, 60 where all of the parties offering the service include
the same clause, 61 and where it provides for under-compensation in the case of a breach. 62 It has also been invoked
where one of the contracting parties doesn't know what they're doing. 63 In general, unconscionable contracts are those
that are grossly unfair. 64
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Some trades on the moral market might be susceptible to conscionability worries, but the likelihood is low, both because
the standard for unconscionability is high, and because the market is limited to those trades in which the seller believes
they are being paid to do something toward which they are morally indifferent. Where the contract is abhorrent to the
court, for unconscionability reasons it may refuse to enforce the terms. Given the constraints enumerated, there is reason
to think that these cases will be rare.
*447 In addition, the unconscionability doctrine may be a tool for regulating the unsavory borders of the moral market.
Some argue that the doctrine reflects society's unwillingness to endorse socially destructive agreements, especially when
those agreements may undermine equality. 65 Debra Satz makes a related point, arguing that the threat to equality is
one indication of an “obnoxious market.” 66 And, it is well-documented both that the courts are increasingly willing to
refuse to enforce contracts as unconscionable, and that more litigants are bringing claims. 67 Parties are less likely to
form contracts they doubt courts will enforce.
E. The Wealth Effect
The market allocates resources more efficiently than their initial allocation. When Adam values Bethany's entitlement
to eat meat more than she does, a trade leads to greater efficiency (absent market failure). And, intensity of preference
determines the allocation of goods: the person deriving the most from a good will end up with it, at least in theory. But
one might worry that, as Saul Levmore puts it, “wealth effects might dominate preference intensities.” 68 Call this the
wealth effect. 69
Of course, the wealth effect is not limited to the moral market. It is problematic, also, in the market for concert tickets,
health care, and *448 diamond jewelry. Is it then, especially problematic in a way that constitutes an objection to the
proposal? The proposal is already limited to cases where the buyer pays the seller to cease behavior toward which the
seller is morally indifferent. Thus, one need not worry that the wealth effect would induce a poor seller to do something
they believe they ought not. Perhaps, then, the worry is that the wealth effect will crowd out poor buyers. This unfairness
is neither unique to the moral market, nor a good objection to it. After all, poor buyers are crowded out from many
markets.
Perhaps the worry is that the buyers will be comparably wealthy, and that the wealthy on average have impoverished
moral beliefs. It is unclear why we should think this is the case. Any explanation that makes reference to the wealthy's
poor behavior might be better explained by enhanced opportunity to act akratically.
The best objection invoking the wealth effect is that the wealthy would have comparably greater control of the moral
landscape, which is inegalitarian even if they are no less likely to have the correct moral views. 70 Note that this seems to
be what happens already. 71 And, while many charitable donations go toward aid; such as food, medicine, disaster relief,
and the like, this is not the case for all charities. Consider any charitable organization that, in part or in whole, is devoted
to changing people's minds. If the wealth effect is problematic for the moral market, it seems similarly problematic for
at least some kinds of tax-deductible charitable giving.
However, the proposal for a moral market is not a proposal for an unregulated market. The market ought to be limited-to exclude, for example, paying people to do things they believe they ought not, and to exclude those cases likely to
involve coercion. As Saul Levmore writes, “... there are ways of limiting wealth effects, and clever ideas for limited
markets may soon begin to surface.” 72
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As discussed in Section II.D, quadratic voting could work as a check on the influence of the wealthy, while at the same
time allowing people to register the intensity of their preferences. As will be discussed in Section IV.B, market design
may prevent some of the wealth effect: markets for kidneys, for example, operate without money, and we are all equally
endowed with kidneys. As Tsilly Dagan *449 and Talia Fisher emphasize, imposing different kinds of inalienability
mechanisms can promote efficiency while blunting the effects of inequality. They suggest a modified inalienability rule,
for example, unrestricted barter for school vouchers. 73 Further methods of regulation include progressive taxation on
trades on the moral market or transfer payments.
F. Transaction Costs
There is reason to wonder whether this proposal is feasible, given transaction costs. Finding willing participants and
drawing up and enforcing contracts might make these trades too expensive. If a buyer pays a meat-eater to stop eating
meat, how will they know whether the seller honored the contract? Call this the enforcement problem. That this problem
exists, however, is not decisive against the moral market. That some trades will be too costly does not undermine the
proposal altogether. Transaction costs make lots of trades that would otherwise be wise, unwise.
For some trades the enforcement problem would be small. Imagine a trade where the buyer pays the seller to go to church.
Enforcement would be a matter of taking attendance or checking in on one's phone using GPS tracking. Generally
speaking, then, trades on the moral market ought to be limited to those cases in which the transaction costs are not
prohibitive. I discuss ways to decrease transaction costs in Section IV.A.
IV. TWO SIMILAR PROPOSALS
If the moral market is a good idea, one would have to come up with a plan. The author is inclined to punt to entrepreneurs,
choice architects, and the like. 74 However, the author anticipates that many will dislike the proposal, perhaps not only
because of objections to specific parts of the argument, but rather because of a general dislike toward the nature of the
proposal: paying people to behave how they ought to. The remainder of the article, then, will consist of two, similar
*450 proposals, in the same spirit, but which may be more palatable for those put off by the idea of selling entitlements.
A. Pay to Pray
Instead of paying people to cease immoral behavior, one might instead pay people to do the thing that would convince
them to cease immoral behavior. For example, the vegetarian, instead of paying the omnivore to give up meat, could
pay the omnivore to read Animal Liberation, 75 or watch a documentary about animal agriculture, in the belief and hope
that some people would thereby become convinced to become vegetarian. Note that this tactic is employed by VegFund,
which provides money to animal rights groups to pay people to watch videos of the workings of animal agriculture. 76
Mercy for Animals and Compassion for Animals also employs this tactic. 77 Arguably, this is part of the motivation for
Birthright Israel, an organization that takes young Jews on a free trip to Israel to “... motivate young people to continue
to explore their Jewish identity and support for Israel ....” 78
This method would be a valuable tool especially in cases where it may be impossible to pay someone to do what we
believe is morally obligatory. For example, some believe that it is morally obligatory to convert to Christianity. However,
these same people might believe that conversion requires belief that Christ is the lord and savior, and that, because belief
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is involuntary, you can't simply pay people to be Christian. But, one could pay someone else to do the things that would
maximize that person's chance of acquiring the necessary beliefs and then converting: like attending church services, or
reading the Bible.
If someone who hands out religious literature thinks that someone's reading it will increase their chance of converting,
then increasing the percent of people who read it presumably would increase the number of converts. Note that outside
the author's office, from time to time a member of a local church hands out granola bars wrapped in Bible verses and the
time and location of church services. Each time a student takes a granola bar, they are being paid with a *451 snack to
have to at least glance at a Bible verse and information about the church service. This church member must believe that
people will be more inclined to read the note if it is wrapped in a granola bar. On the same quad, a student group offers
an electronic coupon for a free coffee to any student who sends, as a text message to the group, a “question you have
for God.” The student thereby joins the mailing list, and, perhaps, gets an answer to their question, presumably from a
student in the group. Here, the group is paying students with drinks to be exposed to their emails in the hope that some
students will become interested, join, and, perhaps, convert.
The weakness of this alternative proposal is that it does not guarantee compliance. On the moral market, compliance is
contractual. However, this proposal does have several benefits. First, it is a good alternative when it is not possible to
pay someone to engage in the desired behavior, itself, as in the religion case above. Second, it more closely resembles the
deliberative process some might feel should uniquely determine the means by which we make moral decisions. 79
Not only this, but the buyer might have reason to believe the change will be longer-lasting. If the buyer pays someone
to become a vegetarian for a week, the seller has no reason to continue after the contract expires. However, if the seller
is paid to read arguments in favor of vegetarianism, there is a greater likelihood that some percent of sellers will become
vegetarians for longer than they would have otherwise.
Third, the transactions costs would likely be lower. Imagine the difference between tracking compliance on whether
someone remains a vegetarian for a week, on one hand, and whether they have read a book or watched a film, on
the other. On a website, it would be easy to provide an article or film about vegetarianism, or the environment, or
Christianity, and then administer a quiz to test understanding. Certainly, Silicon Valley could create such a platform.
Or, one could use existing infrastructure and methodology. Human Resources and IT offices routinely provide training
through videos about various company policies: harassment, FERPA compliance, copyright, etc. *452 Amazon
Mechanical Turk, for example, is routinely used to find and pay people willing to participate in all sorts of tasks.
For a forum in which to present the information, Reddit's “Change My View” might provide a model. 80 On this website,
someone poses a question, and then various commentators give arguments for or against. People then indicate if they
change their minds. It has roughly half a million subscribers. 81 This shows that some people are willing, for free, to be
convinced that they are mistaken.
Pay to Pray more closely resembles the way we normally try to convince people to change their views. It is difficult,
however, to get people to listen; the attention of the public is a valuable commodity after all. By compensating people
for their time, they would theoretically be more willing to engage in a deliberative practice similar to the one that the
buyer engaged in initially.
B. Market Design
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For those opposed to paying others to engage in or desist from behavior, for moral reasons, alternative market design
might yield an answer. Economists have written extensively on repugnance and the way that it constrains markets.
Repugnance is meant to reflect, as Julio Jorge Elias calls it, the “yuck factor” and is distinct from a belief that the good or
service traded would cause harm, as it might with some drugs or guns. 82 Alan Roth offers repugnance as the explanation
for California's ban on horse meat, for example. 83 Thus, an argument that a market in some good would make people
better off is not sufficient to overcome the repugnancy objection. In some cases, the transactions are repugnant precisely
because of the introduction of money. Roth writes, although transactions can be repugnant for different reasons, “[o]ne
often-noted regularity is that some transactions that are not repugnant as gifts and in-kind exchanges become repugnant
when money is added.” 84 Sometimes, then, the repugnance can be overcome *453 through strategic market design;
for example, by replacing financial transactions with in-kind payments. 85 This happened in the market for kidneys.
Thousands of Americans die every year while waiting for kidneys. 86 While under some conditions people can donate
organs, their sale is prohibited in the United States. 87 Were there a legal market for kidneys, fewer people would die
for want of a transplant. The lack of a (legal) market is problematic not only for people who have no willing donors,
but also for those in need of an organ with willing, but medically incompatible donors. Economists designed a market
without money to solve the problem of willing but incompatible donors, without changing the law.
Kidney exchanges allow a workaround to the repugnancy problem. In one kind of exchange, a paired donation, Patients
A and B each have willing but medically incompatible donors. Through a database, doctors determine that A's donor is
compatible with B, and B's donor with A, and carry out the surgeries accordingly. Thus, it is as if A's donor has given
to A, when in fact their kidney went to B. This solves two problems: first, it allows people who otherwise could not to
donate organs to their family members; second, it does so without using money. 88 In another kind of exchange, a nondirected donor gives a kidney and the reciprocity comes at a future, uncertain time from an uncertain source--when a
compatible kidney becomes available, their friend or relative is entitled to it. 89 The chain could involve a large number
of donations. Alvin Roth explains it this way: “... exchanges could be a cycle of incompatible patient-donor pairs of any
size such that the donor in the first pair donated a kidney to the *454 patient in the second, the second pair donated to
third, and so on until the cycle closed, with the last pair donating to the first.” 90
Kidney exchange might provide a model for getting around repugnancy worries about the moral market. Rather than
buying and selling entitlements, people could trade them--through either paired or chain “donations.” If the vegetarian
cannot buy the omnivore's entitlement to eat meat, they could instead trade either through a paired donation, if the two
parties are compatible, or through a chain donation, if they are not. There might be something that the vegetarian does
that the omnivore believes is morally impermissible and toward which the omnivore is morally indifferent. 91
This is all meant just by way of example, and not as advocacy for a particular kind of market design. Trades are a kind
of payment, of course, but they get around some repugnancy problems and might be a good response to an objection
that one might have thought inherent to the moral market. 92
CONCLUSION
This article presents what some may consider a radical proposal: that people ought to pay others to do what they
themselves believe others ought to do. In some ways, though, the view is not all that radical--people pay others to do
what they want them to do all the time. Properly limited, and regulated, the moral market would allow parties to trade in
a way that makes them better off, and, according to at least one party, things would be morally better. In addition, one
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has reason to believe the market would contribute to actual moral progress. The intuition that moral decision-making
ought not be commodified is, in this author's view, the right one. However, the kinds of trades permitted by the proposal
cannot properly be described as paying someone to give up their moral autonomy. Paying someone to do something
they are morally indifferent toward is as common a feature of the market as the sale of bread.
*455 As said at the outset, the proposal is highly speculative. The purpose of this article is to draw attention to the
inefficiency of one kind of entitlement and to suggest a framework for addressing it. That this proposal is imperfect, or
that the moral market would have problems, is not definitive against it.
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