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Abstract: Rather than answering the broad question, ‘What is a just 
income?’, in this essay I consider one component of income—economic 
rent—under one understanding of justice—as giving people what they 
deserve. As it turns out, the answer to this more focused question is 
‘no’. People do not deserve their economic rents, and there is no bar of 
justice to their confiscation. After briefly covering the concept of desert 
and explaining what economic rents are, I analyze six types of rent and 
show that each is unjustified from the point of view of desert. I 
conclude by drawing some political and economic lessons from the 
preceding analysis, and by describing how these considerations can 
create a more just and efficient economy. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
The question ‘What is a just income?’ is a difficult one to answer, not 
least because it is ambiguous in two ways. First, it does not say what 
justice is. And of course there is no consensus about this. Second, 
‘income’ refers to many different flows of money, and we may want to 
differentiate between these for the purpose of moral analysis. Wages, 
dividends and interest from an inheritance, government transfers, and 
other forms of income have unique moral features. 

Rather than try to cover all that conceptual ground, I devote this 
essay to considering one component of income—economic rent—under 
one specification of justice—as giving people what they deserve. In this 
way, the problem is made a little more tractable. Therefore, we shall 
proceed under the assumption that the desert-based approach to justice, 
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which I outline but do not defend in §2, is correct. (For this defense, see 
Mulligan 2018.) 

I do not think that these limitations render the project unimportant. 
Quite the opposite: I expect desert to command increasing interest, 
among both philosophers and the public, in coming years. And a major 
part of what is amiss with many contemporary economies—in terms of 
their justness and their efficiency—is the prevalence of rent. This will be 
discussed in due course. 

Because the moral problem I seek to illuminate is most acute in the 
United States, and because much of the relevant empirical research 
concerns the U.S. (and because, I concede, of my own nationalistic 
spirit), I shall focus on the American economy. But of course the moral 
argument applies without regard to nationality, and the problem exists 
to some degree in the Netherlands, in Germany, and everywhere else. If 
you ask me what explains the disproportionate presence of economic 
rent in the American economy, I do not know but conjecture three 
things.  

First, equal opportunity in the U.S. badly lags (the U.S. may now have 
the worst intergenerational mobility in the developed world),1 which has 
generated myriad opportunities for appropriating rents. Second, 
Americans today tend to be more libertarian and less civic-minded than 
their counterparts on the Continent; we are more tolerant of incomes 
that are legal but economically unproductive. Third, many European tax 
schedules do a better job of disincentivizing rent extraction than the 
U.S. tax schedule does—through, especially, higher top marginal income 
tax rates. 

I have organized this essay as follows. In §2, I describe the concept 
of desert and outline the desert-based theory of distributive justice on 
which I rely. §3 is devoted to explaining what economic rents are. §4 is 
the heart of the essay: I analyze several real-world cases of rent 
extraction and show that this form of income is undeserved. I conclude 
in §5 by discussing the political and economic ramifications of the 
preceding analysis. 
 

II. THE CONCEPT OF DESERT 
John Hospers once mused, “justice is getting what one deserves; what 
could be simpler?” (1961, 433). But (as Hospers knew well), this is 
anything but true—desert is a rich but difficult concept which has 
                                                
1 See, e.g., Corak (2013) and Mazumder (2005). 
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resisted analysis for millennia. Nevertheless, we have learned some 
things; enough, at least, to make sense of arguments about what people 
do or do not deserve.2 

The received wisdom is that desert is a three-place relation, 
consisting of (1) a desert subject, (2) a desert object, and (3) a desert 
basis. We say things like, ‘Jane deserves the medal on the basis of her 
performance’. Here, Jane is the desert subject, the medal is the desert 
object, and her performance is the desert basis. Although sometimes we 
leave one or more of these elements implicit—'He deserves it!’ does not 
specify a desert basis—they are always there. If it is claimed that Sandra 
deserves the job, and someone asks, ‘On what grounds?’, it would make 
no sense to respond, ‘No reason; she just does’. Unless there is a reason 
why Sandra is deserving, ‘Sandra deserves the job’ is not a desert-claim 
at all but something like an expression of approval. 

It is further accepted that there are important conceptual 
connections between (1) and (2), (2) and (3), and (1) and (3). We shall just 
consider the last: the relation between desert subject and desert basis. 
Its strength is debated. Some scholars believe that desert subjects must 
be responsible for their bases (e.g. Rachels 1978). Others, that they must 
control their bases (Sadurski 1985). We shall rely on the weakest, and 
least controversial, construal of the relation—what is sometimes known 
as the aboutness principle (Feinberg 1963). To wit, the desert basis must 
be about the desert subject. Fred cannot deserve jail on the basis of 
David’s crimes. Lane cannot deserve the scholarship on the basis of her 
sister’s transcript. And so on. This is obvious. 

What is not obvious is how desertism diverges from other theories 
of distributive justice, and I think that is worth pointing out here. Let us 
consider an archetypical desert-claim: Jones deserves the job on the basis 
of his merit. Note, first, that this is a fully deontological notion: if one is 
in charge of this distributive decision, one should scrutinize the merits 
of the job applicants, figure out which applicant is the most meritorious 
among them, and then award that applicant the job.3 That is the moral 
rule, and one acts justly if one follows that rule. 

                                                
2 The seminal conceptual analyses of desert are Feinberg (1963), Kleinig (1971), and 
Sher (1987). 
3 There are contexts in which desert is a comparative notion. Other contexts are wholly 
non-comparative. Some contexts (like this one) are both; the best-qualified applicant 
among several might fail to meet a non-comparative standard of merit, and thereby not 
be deserving. Issues of comparative v. non-comparative desert are covered in extreme 
detail in Kagan (2012). Olsaretti (2003) is also helpful. 
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Now consider: Does the utilitarian demand that we give the most 
meritorious applicant the job? No, because it is conceptually possible 
that the general welfare is promoted by deviating from merit-based 
hiring. Indeed, this appears true in practice: some citizens have a “taste 
for discrimination” (Becker 1957), preferring to patronize or work 
alongside members of a particular race. As a result, firm profits and the 
social surplus may increase when firms hire less meritorious applicants 
on account of their race. It is possible that race-based discrimination will 
lead to a maximally happy world. 

Libertarians like Robert Nozick (1974) do not require that the most 
meritorious applicant be hired. Firm owners are putatively at liberty to 
contract as they see fit. If a firm owner is racist, there is no bar of 
justice, on this libertarian account, to his excluding members of that 
race from his firm—no matter their merits. 

Theorists of an egalitarian bent are often happy to violate 
meritocratic hiring. This may be seen in, for example, academic hiring, 
where less meritorious women are preferred over more meritorious men 
in the name of creating a workforce with a certain gender make-up (viz. 
one with the same proportion of men to women as exists in the general 
population).4 

John Rawls’ (1971) egalitarian approach may also condone hiring on 
the basis of features irrelevant from the point of view of merit, like race 
and gender. This is for reasons similar to the utilitarian’s: not output 
per se, but the portion of it claimed by the least advantaged, may be 
maximized by adhering to a hiring rule that is not perfectly meritocratic. 
In such a case, the Difference Principle will select that rule.5 

For the desertist, none of these justifications holds water. It is 
categorically unjust to discriminate on the basis of race. It is 
categorically unjust to discriminate on the basis of gender. These 
features are irrelevant from the point of view of merit in virtually all 
hiring contexts. (An exception would be, e.g., a firm seeking to hire 

                                                
4 See, e.g., Allen-Hermanson (2017), Dicey Jennings et al. (2015), and Williams and Ceci 
(2015). The data are incompatible with the notion that gender preference only nullifies 
bias against women. (If that were the case, then the ‘preference’ would be justified—see 
Mulligan 2018, 205.) 
5 Matters are complicated by the fact that preferential hiring might implicate 
opportunity as well as income, and thereby fall, at least in part, under Rawls’ Fair 
Equality of Opportunity Principle (which takes lexical priority over the Difference 
Principle). It is very unclear what Rawls would say about the case of taste 
discrimination I consider here. His own views of race-based hiring were apparently 
nuanced—see Freeman (2007). I thank an anonymous referee for pointing this out to 
me. 
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someone to model women’s clothes.) Because desert is deontological, no 
forward-looking justifications, like those given by the utilitarian or the 
Rawlsian, will work. And there is no foundational place for protecting 
the alleged liberty interest of firm owners. 

The argument of this essay relies on one conception of the idea that 
justice is a matter of giving people what they deserve. This conception 
understands desert in meritocratic terms. Another conception might 
understand desert in terms of need. And under that conception, it is not 
the most meritorious candidate who deserves the job, but the candidate 
who needs the job the most (cf. Feldman 2016). Nevertheless, this is not 
much of a loss of generality, since the meritocratic conception of 
justice-as-desert is the most natural and, I think, the most popular. And 
it is the conception which the originator of desert-based justice—
Aristotle—had in mind.  

Two final preparatory remarks. First, desert is a pre-institutional 
concept. Although ‘desert’ and its cognates are sometimes used, 
sloppily, to mean ‘proper under the rules’, this is a mistake. People’s 
deserts are determined independent of what the rules say. And the rules 
ought to be written so that people get what they deserve—not the other 
way around.  

Imagine, for example, an executive who signs a contract to manage a 
company for a year in exchange for €50 million. Over the course of that 
year, the executive becomes a lazy drunkard, and his bad decision-
making bankrupts the company. Nevertheless, he does what is required 
of him under his (poorly-written) contract. We would not say that he 
deserves the €50 million because that is what the contract says. No: the 
executive is undeserving. He does not deserve that €50 million—he is 
merely entitled to it. Those of us of a desertist bent would encourage 
firms to write better contracts, so that undeserving people do not 
become entitled to large sums of money, as is the case here. 

Second, it is clear that the proper desert basis differs from context 
to context; what makes one deserving of the gold medal (viz. athletic 
performance) is different from what makes one deserving of jail 
(commission of a crime). And we want to know about the distribution of 
income here. 

There is no consensus among desert scholars (such as we, the happy 
few, are) about this, but the most prominent view, and the one which I 
subscribe to, is that people deserve income on the basis of their 
economic contributions (see, e.g., Miller 1976, 1989, and 1999; Riley 
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1989). I argue for this elsewhere (Mulligan 2018), so I’ll simply point out 
here three broad reasons why contribution should be preferred. First, it 
is the basis that comports with our pre-theoretical judgments about 
what people deserve. Second, the two other possible bases, cost (Ake 
1975; Dick 1975; Lamont 1997) and effort (Milne 1986; Sadurski 1985), 
have conceptual problems.6 And third, contribution most nicely aligns 
with (ideal) market-based distribution, and is—quite apart from any 
considerations of justice—desirable on consequentialist grounds.7 

Nevertheless, the analysis of economic rent in §4 suggests that 
economic contribution simpliciter cannot be the proper desert basis. 
Sometimes, even when people’s rents do reflect a bona fide contribution, 
they are undeserved. In this way, analysis of rent sheds new light on the 
concept of desert. 
 

III. WHAT ARE ECONOMIC RENTS? 
When it is discussed at all, ‘economic rent’ is typically defined as 
unearned income.8 This is unhelpful. For one thing, ‘unearned income’ is 
itself ambiguous. And insofar as ‘unearned income’ does have a precise 
definition—namely, the one provided by law (in the U.S., at 26 USC 
§32(c)(2)(A))—it is not coextensive with economic rent. Star baseball 
player Clayton Kershaw’s $33 million salary is all earned income in the 
eyes of the Internal Revenue Service, but it is mostly economic rent. 

For these reasons and others to be made plain in the next section, 
typical definitions of economic rent—'income that required no effort to 
obtain’, ‘income gained through luck’, ‘income unconnected to skill’—
will not do. 

Before settling on the precise, neoclassical definition of ‘economic 
rent’, we can get a sense of what rent is, and how it is obtained, by 
considering how classical economists thought about the phenomenon. 

                                                
6 Lamont (1997) argues that rents are undeserved because they do not serve to 
compensate people for incurred costs. I shall not address his argument here. 
7 For discussion of this matter—selection of the proper economic desert basis—see, 
inter alia, Hurka (2003), Lamont (1995), McLeod (1996), Miller (1989), Milne (1986), 
Mulligan (2018), Olsaretti (2004), and Sadurski (1985). 
8 Because ‘economic rent’ is such an odd term, I conducted a limited investigation of its 
etymology. That investigation was unsuccessful. The term goes back to Smith, at least, 
but I do not know if he coined it. It is also unclear whether the concept has the name 
that it does because of its close connection to land ownership, or whether its 
originator recognized that all fixed factors of production would have a rental rate 
analogous to that of land. Consultations with economic historians failed to shed light 
on this matter. 
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For them, economic rent was income gained through ownership of land 
and other ‘free gifts of nature’. For example, Adam Smith says that: 
 

[…] as soon as the land of any country has all become private 
property, the landlords, like all other men, love to reap where they 
never sowed, and demand a rent even for its natural produce. The 
wood of the forest, the grass of the field, and all the natural fruits of 
the earth, which, when land was in common, cost the labourer only 
the trouble of gathering them, come, even to him, to have an 
additional price fixed upon them. He must then pay for the licence 
to gather them; and must give up to the landlord a portion of what 
his labour either collects or produces. This portion, or, what comes 
to the same thing, the price of this portion, constitutes the rent of 
land (Smith 1784, 74–75). 

 
There are a few things to note about Smith’s scenario. First, we have 

someone who is obtaining an income through ownership: a landlord 
charges for the use of his land. Second, the owned good is sought for 
the purpose of production: the laborer wants to produce lumber, e.g., 
and to do that he needs trees. Third, the passage suggests that the 
landlord does not deserve this income, but this is imprecise and too 
quickly put. After all, the landlord might have bought his land with 
money made through his own diligent labor. In that case, it is at least 
not obvious that he does not deserve to make money by leasing it. 
Fourth—and this is critical—whether the landlord gets paid or not, and 
how much he gets paid, has no effect on the existence of factors of 
production (i.e. the trees). The land produces its bounty independent of 
exchange between landlord and laborer. Needless to say, this is not 
always true when it comes to factors of production. If you do not pay a 
person her reservation wage—the minimum amount she would accept to 
do the job—she will not work. 

David Ricardo gives a similar definition: “Rent is that portion of the 
produce of the earth, which is paid to the landlord for the use of the 
original and indestructible powers of the soil” (1817, 49).9 But he makes 
an important caveat: “[Rent] is often however confounded with the 
interest and profit of capital” (49). 

For example, suppose that the landlord builds roads on his land to 
facilitate the production of lumber. As a result, his property is more 
productive, and he receives a commensurately larger income from the 

                                                
9 See Blaug (1996) for an extensive analysis of the role of rent in classical economic 
thought. 
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laborer. Now the landlord’s income is not entirely rent; part of it is 
compensation for his capital investment. It is not rent because if it is not 
paid, some lumber does not get produced (because the landlord does 
not build and maintain the roads). 

There is, thus, a critical difference between rent and bona fide 
returns to capital. As a positive matter, the two can be difficult to tell 
apart, but the normative difference is significant; the former is 
undeserved income, and the latter, deserved. More on this, and the 
related idea of ‘quasi-rent’, in §4. 

The neoclassical definition of economic rent is a generalization of 
the classical idea: it is any payment to an owner of a factor of production 
above and beyond what is necessary to bring that factor into economic 
use. Equivalently, rent is any payment to an owner of a factor of 
production in excess of that factor’s opportunity cost. To show the 
equivalence, take the simple case of a person choosing between working 
at company X and leisure. If he values his leisure at €100/hour, then he 
will work if and only if the wage offered is > €100/hour. And he will 
accept any wage > €100/hour; he will bring his labor into economic use 
for €101 just as well as €1,000. Why? Because both €101 and €1,000 
exceed the opportunity cost, which is an hour of leisure, or, 
equivalently, €100. This is why any income accruing to unimproved land 
is rent: its opportunity cost is €0, you do not have to give anything up to 
use it, the land is already there.10 

Thinking about rent from the point of view of general economies, it 
is plain that whether a person’s income is economic rent or not turns 
not only on his preferences, but on other people’s preferences, as well. 
Make the example (slightly) more realistic by having our economic agent 
face a choice between (1) a job with company X, (2) an hour of leisure, 
which he values at €100, and (3) a job with company Y, which offers 
€120/hour. Now, if company X offers €121, our agent will accept, as he 
would have in the example above. But, unlike above, he will not be 
extracting €20/hour in rent. The existence of company Y has changed 
the opportunity cost; it is no longer an hour of leisure (or, equivalently, 
€100). It is an hour of work with company Y (or, equivalently, €120). 
Note that this change is exogenous to the agent: Y has offered him this 

                                                
10 The attentive reader might point out that even unimproved land has alternate uses, 
and so its opportunity cost is not really €0. That is true, and was recognized by early 
neoclassical economists. What is important is not whether a factor commands a rent—
since, in the real world, all factors plausibly do—but the extent to which a factor 
owner’s income is rent. 
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job because of the tastes of its consumers and the profit-maximizing 
desire of its owners. (The moral implications of this exogeneity will be 
considered, briefly, in §4.) 

In the real world, it is hard to say with precision how much of any 
given income is rent. Would Clayton Kershaw actually accept $10 million 
(rather than $33 million) to stay in the Major Leagues? Perhaps not, even 
though at $10 million the lion’s share of his income would remain rent. 
Perhaps Kershaw would be so offended by the, shall we say, low-ball 
offer that he would quit baseball in protest. (In fact, there is a 
straightforward way to model this scenario: for Kershaw, there is an 
enormous negative compensating differential associated with the job at 
$10 million.)  

Also, keep in mind that Kershaw requires a return on his investment 
in himself. He would not have devoted all those hours to practicing his 
curveball, year after year, if he didn’t believe he was going to get paid 
for it in the future. Compensation for that investment is not rent. 

But these are not challenges to the concept of rent; they are 
challenges to the real-world identification of rent. And while they are 
significant challenges, I hope that the next section makes clear that we 
have good empirical evidence that the problem of rent is severe and 
growing. 

Now, a few conceptual observations about rent. First, payment of 
rent does not result in additional output; it just rearranges the current 
ownership of output. Nothing is called into productive use when a rent 
is paid. A corollary is that rents can be confiscated without introducing 
any inefficiency into the economy.11 Indeed, if some new factor can be 
brought into use by redistributing the rent, then confiscation is 
efficiency-enhancing. 

Second, any factor of production may obtain a rent. Land is the 
classical example, but all the same holds true for capital and—saliently 
in the 21st century—labor. 

Third, although rent may look a lot like economic profit, the two 
concepts are different. Imagine a widget market that is perfectly 
competitive in the common sense: buyers and sellers have full 
information and are price-takers. In this market, in the long-run, no firm 
makes an economic profit (assume widget technology exhibits constant 
returns to scale). 

                                                
11 Henry George (1886) is the most famous proponent of rent confiscation. 
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One day, Jones, who has exceptional widget-making skill, enters the 
labor market. A firm hires Jones at his reservation price and thereby 
starts turning a profit. Other firms recognize this and compete for 
Jones, bidding up his wage until all profit disappears. 

Now we have a market in which (1) there is zero profit but positive 
rent. (If firms own their own factors of production the net effect may be 
the same, but that’s not the case here.) And, (2) there is perfect 
competition but there is still rent. Only if factor markets are perfectly 
competitive will rents not arise. 

Fourth, there is a sense in which we ought to worry about rent for 
the same reason that we ought to worry about profit. If a firm is making 
a profit in the long-run, that implies that the market is not competitive, 
and that the economic surplus is less than it might be. And, of course, 
monopolies are archetypical examples of market failure which most of 
us would like to correct through government intervention. 

Similarly, if the owner of a factor of production is obtaining a rent, 
that implies that the factor market is not competitive, and that the 
surplus is less than it might be. It would seem, therefore, that if we 
ought to worry about monopolies in output markets (which we often 
do), we ought to worry about rent in factor markets (yet this goes largely 
unaddressed). 

Fifth and finally, we should define that libertarian bugbear, ‘rent-
seeking’. Jason Brennan says that “a firm engages in rent seeking when 
it seeks to gain an economic privilege or advantage from governmental 
manipulation of the market environment” (2012, 121).12 For example, a 
firm might find it profitable to lobby the government to require 
occupational licensing in its market: that keeps out potential 
competitors. That’s rent-seeking, and it is a particularly libertarian 
obsession because it is an example of government regulation doing 
more harm than good. 

But the libertarian’s focus on this source of rent is unprincipled. The 
exact same mechanism arises in the private sector all the time. For 
example, in nursing there are now 183 different certifications (or so 
nurse.org estimates), none of which has the first thing to do with 
government regulation. All impede free entry into the labor market 
(firms can, and many do, exclude from consideration applicants who 
                                                
12 A slightly better definition of ‘rent-seeking’ would be attempts to keep factors of 
production in fixed supply. These attempts may involve “governmental manipulation of 
the market environment”, or they may not (e.g. the private sector nursing certifications 
I discuss). 
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lack one or more of them) and few serve a useful informational purpose 
(‘Certified Transcultural Nurse’? Give me a break). 

Moreover, rents often arise without anyone ‘seeking’ them at all. The 
‘beauty premium’, to be discussed shortly, is an example: given two 
people of equal productivity, the beautiful person gets paid more. That 
premium is a rent, and it is as morally problematic, and as inefficient, as 
the rent extracted by the lobbying firm which the libertarian rightly 
finds objectionable. (The libertarian poses no objection to wage premia 
owing to beauty.) 

What should concern us is not whether rent-seeking is good or bad, 
but whether rents are good or bad. As we shall see, rents are bad. And 
that is why rent-seeking is bad. 
 

IV. ECONOMIC RENTS ARE UNDESERVED 
Within the distributive justice literature, scant attention has been paid 
to the topic of economic rent.13 The two most important contemporary 
works—John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice and Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, 
State, and Utopia—ignore it completely. The implicit assumption in both 
these works is that most forms of income share the same moral status. 
(An exception would be, e.g., income gained through fraud or extortion.) 

But we might think that the correct theory of distributive justice 
draws a moral line between rents, which are in some sense superfluous 
to economic life, and the factor income that makes our collective 
prosperity possible. At best, our leading theories can differentiate 
between the two only on instrumental grounds. (A Rawlsian argument 
might go like this: ‘Rents are inefficient, and therefore their existence is 
not in the interest of the worst-off’. Whether that is true or not depends 
on myriad non-ideal facts.) Desert, on the other hand, can point to an 
intrinsic moral difference between the two. 

We begin our analysis of rent by considering the aforementioned 
beauty premium, first investigated by Hamermesh and Biddle (1994). 
They found that ‘plain’ workers suffer a 9% wage penalty and ‘beautiful’ 
workers enjoy a 5% wage premium, holding all else (education, 
experience, etc.) equal. The effect is found across professions, and it is 
not explained by tortuous appeals to productivity (e.g. ‘beautiful people 

                                                
13 The exceptions—in which rent is discussed in any detail—include Fried (1995), 
Gauthier (1986), Lamont (1997) and (2014), Mack (1992), and Olsaretti (2004). 
Furthermore, there is extensive libertarian work on rent-seeking. I also refer the reader 
to Peter Dietsch’s essay in this special issue of the Erasmus Journal for Philosophy and 
Economics, the main argument of which I am sympathetic to. 
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are more confident, and thus better workers’). Rather, we provide 
advantages to attractive people because we like looking at them and 
being around them. The advantage is purely interpersonal, unconnected 
to productivity, and so it is a rent. 

But is it deserved? It is easy to see that, conceptually, it is not. The 
beauty premium does not reflect underlying economic contribution, and 
that, recall, is the (provisional) desert basis.  

But really, nuanced analysis is unnecessary. Intuition gets things 
right. Does Gigi Hadid, 2016 Model of the Year, deserve to make more 
than the models in the Sears Catalog? Plausibly, yes. But given two 
surgeons of identical skill, does the pretty one deserve a higher wage 
than the homely one? Certainly not. 

A second source of rent in our economy is nepotism—or what is 
known euphemistically these days as ‘networking’. Nepotism is more 
pernicious than the beauty premium for two reasons. First, it is more 
widespread. Second, nepotism wastes resources. Unlike the beauty 
premium, which a person enjoys more-or-less automatically (set aside 
money spent on cosmetics, time devoted to grooming, etc.), nepotism is 
costly. Time is spent searching for contacts; people pay to attend 
conferences so that they can make connections; LinkedIn gets purchased 
for $26 billion. These resources could be put toward productive 
enterprise, but they are not. They are used by some to gain an advantage 
against competitors in the labor market. 

To be sure, there are arguments that some of these investments 
serve a productive function, easing labor market frictions. I am skeptical 
of those arguments, but in any case, they plainly do not apply to the 
most egregious examples of nepotism. 

One such example is nepotism in executive pay-setting. Bebchuk and 
Fried (2004) show that executives frequently manipulate their directors 
into providing compensation far beyond what is justified by profit 
maximization. That excess is a rent. Further evidence for this 
phenomenon is provided by Chhaochharia and Grinstein (2009), who 
find that CEO pay decreases with regulatory oversight, also suggestive 
of rent extraction via nepotism. (See also Morse, Nanda, and Seru 2011.)  

Similarly, there is a literature on the practice of ‘options back-
dating’: giving executives stock options which are already in-the-money, 
by ‘granting’ them at a past date, when the strike price was lower (see, 
e.g., Lie 2005; Heron and Lie 2007, 2009; Narayanan and Seyhun 2008). 
The idea is to make shareholders think that these are incentive 
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payments for performance when in fact they are a clever way to conceal 
double-dealing between executives and directors. These options are 
rents. And there is independent evidence of rent extraction among top 
earners from the optimal taxation literature. (See, e.g., Piketty, Saez, and 
Stantcheva 2014. Zidar forthcoming is also relevant.) 

The evidence suggests that much of the income of top earners in the 
U.S. is rent. Although it is hard to know the extent of the problem, Dean 
Baker (2016) estimates that four classes of rent, including executive 
compensation but not exhaustive of all rent, comprise between 6.2% and 
8.5% of GDP, and that these rents are the principal cause of the income 
redistribution to the top one percent which we have seen since 1980.  

The moral analysis of nepotism is analogous to that of the beauty 
premium. These rents are unconnected to contribution or expected 
contribution, so they are undeserved, so they are not justly held. And we 
feel the moral difference between (1) an executive being handsomely 
rewarded for the sage management of her firm, and (2) an executive 
obtaining the very same income by manipulating her (perhaps witting) 
directors. The former income is plausibly deserved. The latter is not. 

These cases also show why it is unsatisfactory to define economic 
rent in any of the hand-wavy ways described in §3. Nepotism can be 
hard work, and so ‘income obtained without effort’ is not right. 
Something similar may be said about ‘income unconnected to skill’. And 
luck has nothing to do with the extraction of rents in these cases. (Rent-
seeking also provides a fine example of why these definitions are 
lacking; it takes industry and skill, not luck, to manipulate the 
regulatory environment in one’s favor.) 

The next source of rent we consider does concern luck, and it 
introduces complications to the alleged basis for deserved income, viz. 
contribution. Bertrand and Mullainathan (2000, 2001) show that 
executives are rewarded equally for performance and for luck: for every 
1% increase in accounting return, CEO pay increases by 2%. The source 
of the return is irrelevant; the CEO is treated the same no matter 
whether the return is a result of his performance or exogenous and 
unforeseeable factors like oil prices. If it is the latter, then the reward is 
a rent. (See also Garvey and Milbourn 2006.) 

Here’s the rub: there are cases in which the rent both (1) is obtained 
through luck, and (2) reflects a genuine contribution on the part of the 
executive. At the same time, our intuition is that this rent, like the 
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others we have considered, is undeserved. This in turn implies that 
economic contribution simpliciter cannot be the right desert basis. 

For example, suppose that we have two firms, A and B, which use 
crude oil as an input to production. At the beginning of each month, the 
CEOs of A and B decide how much oil to buy for that month. 

In January, the CEO of A, an intelligent man, bought a certain 
quantity of oil after careful contemplation and consultation with 
industry experts. Let us assume, in fact, that this CEO reached a 
maximally justified belief about future oil prices and purchased the 
optimal amount of oil for his firm. By contrast, the CEO of B, who is 
stupid and foolhardy, spent all his firm’s cash on oil. He had no reason 
to do this; it was a whim, and it put his firm on the path to bankruptcy. 

However, at the beginning of February, a freak earthquake destroys 
oil infrastructure and sends prices skyrocketing. In these new 
conditions, A is unable to survive; it shuts down. B has all the oil it 
needs, and it prospers. Does the CEO of B deserve his salary? It is a rent, 
to be sure, because it is unconnected to productivity (really, his labor 
was anti-productive). But it does reflect a contribution; the CEO of B, and 
no one else, is responsible for his firm’s profits and its ability to 
produce goods and services. 

This conflicts with intuition. We have a contribution here, but it is a 
lucky one. It did not result from any laudable character or decision-
making, and so it is an inappropriate ground for desert. If anything, the 
CEO of B seems deeply undeserving, while the CEO of A deserves his 
paycheck. After all, the latter’s character is impeccable and his decision-
making perfect. The fact that it did not, as a contingent matter, lead to 
an actual contribution does not seem to diminish his desert.14 And the 
fact that the CEO of B did produce an actual contribution does not seem 
enough to make him deserving. 

An analogy may be found in the criminal context. Typically, we do 
not think that a person deserves punishment unless there is mens rea; 
unless he intended to commit the crime. (Though the person need not 
know that the thing that he intended to do was criminal.) If Anne killed 
Charlie by sprinkling cyanide in his cereal, intending to kill him, Anne 
                                                
14 This suggests, perhaps, that contribution per se is not a necessary element of desert. 
The CEO of A, after all, appears to be deserving despite making no contribution at all. 
Although I do not want to explore this matter in detail here, it would seem to fit with 
the idea of desert, and the aboutness principle (§2) in particular. Nevertheless, as a 
practical matter it is hard, maybe impossible, to evaluate contribution-making 
character independent of actual contribution. In other words, one’s actual contribution 
is the best proxy we have for one’s ability to contribute. 
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deserves to be punished. If Beth killed Charlie by sprinkling cyanide in 
his cereal, thinking it was sugar, Beth does not deserve to be punished. 
Same action (same ‘contribution’), different mental state—and so 
different judgments under desert. 

Now, one might wonder about ‘strict liability’ offenses, in which 
mens rea is not necessary to complete the offense. Doesn’t a statutory 
rapist, for example, deserve to be punished?  

I think that ultimately the analogy works out, although it is a little 
more complicated. For one thing, sometimes these offenders do not 
deserve to be punished. One imagines a 17-year-old boy who is sent to 
prison, and forced to register as a sex offender, for mutually agreed-
upon sex with his 16-year-old girlfriend. (In many U.S. states this is 
considered rape, on the grounds that the 16-year-old is incapable of 
providing consent.) Many people (myself included) regard that 
punishment as unjust. And I suspect that those who try to justify the 
punishment do so on consequentialist grounds, unrelated to desert and 
justice.  

And for those cases in which we do judge the offender as deserving 
punishment, our judgment involves a negative assessment of the 
offender’s character. We say things like, ‘he should have known better’, 
or ‘he should not have taken her word that she was 17’. The person’s 
character is essential to determining what he deserves. 

The conceptual issue here involves the aboutness principle (§2). 
There must be a proper link between desert basis and desert subject if 
the desert-claim is to be bona fide. In the first case discussed, the basis 
is not about the subject in any substantive way; if anything, the 
contribution is about factors wholly exogenous to the subject (e.g., the 
earthquake). This point can be made salient with stronger 
precisifications of the aboutness principle: the CEO was not responsible 
for the economic contribution, nor did he control it. So he cannot 
deserve on the basis of it. 

Let us consider one more important source of rent in our economy, 
the so-called ‘superstar’ phenomenon (Rosen 1981). In some markets, 
small differences in skill give rise to enormous differences in reward. 
This is for two reasons: first, there is inadequate competition, which 
allows the superstar to extract rent; and second, the superstar is able to 
reach many customers at low marginal cost.  

Athletes, singers, actors, and celebrities generally provide the best 
examples of superstars. There are legions of singers who are only 
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slightly less talented than Katy Perry, but these singers don’t make 
slightly less money than Perry—they make almost no money. Why? 
Because music-lovers, no matter where they live, can just as easily buy a 
Katy Perry song as they can patronize a local musician. And because 
Katy Perry’s product is regarded as unique or close to it, most of Perry’s 
$33 million income is rent.15 While we do not know exactly how Perry 
reckons her opportunity costs, doubtless she would do what she does 
for much less than this. The same goes for superstar actors, athletes, 
and so on. 

Similar to the previous examples, superstar earnings drive a wedge 
between contribution and desert. Superstars do make a large 
contribution to the economy; people consume their product, and that 
creates widespread value in the form of entertainment. And superstars 
are paid commensurate with that large contribution. Conversely, there 
are legions of local musicians, AAA baseball players, et al. who struggle 
to make a living wage. These non-superstars make small contributions. 

This is objectionable from the desertist perspective. It is desert’s 
raison d'être to balance (1) a mode of treatment—whether it’s 
punishment for a crime or income for one’s labor—with (2) relevant 
facts about one’s character. And, in particular, it is about ensuring that 
(1) and (2) vary in proportion.16 The greater the wrongdoing, the worse 
the deserved punishment. Similarly, the greater the, let’s say, 
meritorious economic contribution, the bigger the deserved income. 

The phenomenon of superstars, and the above analysis of 
contribution-based-on-luck, suggest that to determine one’s economic 
deserts we must scrutinize not just one’s contribution but one’s 
character as well. To be sure, it cannot be character in a vacuum that 
makes one deserving (the most skilled widget-maker in the world does 
not deserve a high income if he is not making widgets). But insofar as 
one is making an economic contribution, differences in character give 
rise to differences in deserts. 

                                                
15 Forbes (2018). 
16 This is, indeed, the notion of proportional equality which underlies Aristotle’s desert-
based approach in the Nicomachean Ethics. Just equality is, for Aristotle, equality 
between the ratios of desert objects to desert bases. Although most associated with 
Aristotle, proportional equality is also commended by Plato in the Laws: “By 
distributing more to what is greater and smaller amounts to what is lesser, it gives due 
measure to each according to their nature: this includes greater honors always to those 
who are greater as regards virtue, and what is fitting—in due proportion—to those who 
are just the opposite as regards virtue and education. Presumably this is just what 
constitutes for us political justice” (757c). 
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I stress that the desertist does not object to superstars being paid 
more than non-superstars. The superstar rent is based on an underlying 
difference in character; the superstar is genuinely more talented than 
the non-superstar. What the desertist objects to is that part of 
superstars’ salaries arising from their market power. 

If we have robust labor market competition, our superstars will be 
paid a premium over their non-superstar counterparts, proportional to 
the difference between their productive abilities. That premium will be 
deserved in full.  

If we do not have robust competition, as is the case in the actual 
world, our superstars will be paid a premium over their non-superstar 
counterparts, but that premium will not be proportional to the 
difference between their productive abilities. And it will not be deserved 
in full (only in part). For some of that premium comes not through 
talent but through superstars’ price-setting (which is possible owing to 
the imperfect competition). The superstar reduces economic output and 
social welfare in order to enjoy greater personal gains.17 He does not 
deserve reward for this. 

Now I think that there is an interesting objection, alluded to in §3, to 
this whole way of thinking about character, contribution, and desert. To 
wit: there is a sense in which even one’s own talent is exogenous. For 
other people—consumers—decide which of one’s skills, character traits, 
etc. are economically relevant, via their consumption decisions. Clayton 
Kershaw has ‘talent’ only because people think that propelling a cowhide 
ball off a mound of dirt is a useful thing to do. If consumer tastes were 
to change, Kershaw’s deserts would seem to disappear. But how can that 
be in light of the aboutness principle (§2)? If facts about other people 
should not affect one’s own deserts? 

Reply: for better or worse, in the neoclassical conception, value is 
determined by the subjective preferences of market actors.18 Within this 

                                                
17 Theory only guarantees that this market power leads to a loss of welfare as 
measured in monetary units (dollar, euro, etc.). It is theoretically possible, although 
almost surely not the case in practice, that welfare as measured in utility could 
increase—if the superstar’s marginal utility of consumption is sufficiently greater than 
that of those whose surplus gets reduced. 
18 Let me give my basic take on value here (I discuss these matters in more detail in 
Chapter 6 of my 2018 book and hope to consider them at length in future work). 
Neoclassical economics says that things have value just in case they are desired by 
people. There are problems with this definition. For one thing, it entails that one 
creates value, and that one may be deserving, if one produces a popular product which 
caters to depraved tastes (imagine a song, which people love and consume, whose 
lyrics are a racist rant). Such a scenario serves, I believe, as a counterexample to the 
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conception, we can only talk about economic contribution with reference 
to consumer demand. When we say that Jones is making a contribution, 
we mean that when he provides his labor (or his capital, etc.) some 
consumers’ preferences are satisfied that otherwise would not be. 

Here is an analogy: we do not think that the best curling team at the 
Winter Olympics does not deserve the gold medal just because the sport 
of curling is highly arbitrary. The sport exists. Why it exists, and 
whether it should exist, are interesting questions, but they are not 
relevant for talking about what people deserve within it. Economic life is 
similar. It is one thing to inquire about the nature of value; it is another 
thing to scrutinize, given a fixed understanding of value, who has 
contributed to the creation of that value and in what measure. And it is 
through such considerations that one’s just deserts are determined. 

An issue which should be addressed is the moral status of the 
aforementioned quasi-rents. A quasi-rent is a payment to a factor of 
production which looks, on its face, like a rent, but which is in fact an 
inducement to productive enterprise. A typical example is a 
pharmaceutical company that is granted a patent on a new drug. The 
patent gives the company monopoly power, and so it appears to extract 
a rent on the basis of a scarce factor (viz. the patent). 

But looking a little closer, we can see that this is not the case. 
Without the possibility of patent protection, the drug would not have 
been developed to begin with. It was the possibility of monopoly profit 
that enticed the firm to make the multi-billion-dollar research and 
development investment. This is different from most markets, in which 
no such protection is necessary for innovation, and monopoly profits 
are deadweight loss.19 

Indeed, far from being unjustly held, these quasi-rents are essential 
to a well-functioning economy. Their existence, and the quest for them, 

                                                                                                                                          
naïve account of subjective value. Better, I think, to hold that (1) value is ultimately 
objective, and (2) the best way to identify what things have value is through the 
market—i.e. by treating value as if it were subjective. In this way, we can maintain an 
objective understanding of value without abandoning the neoclassical economic 
framework. 
19 An anonymous referee has pointed out to me that there is a case to be made that 
income gained through pharmaceutical patent protection is rent (and therefore 
unjustly gained on my account) because there are alternative mechanisms available for 
drug development. Dean Baker makes such a case, and his 2004 paper summarizes 
these alternative mechanisms. I myself am not sure what to think now. So I shall just 
say that income gained through this kind of patent protection is often thought to be 
quasi-rent. To the extent that it is, it does not disrupt a desert-based distributive 
system. 
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make possible the cycle of ‘creative destruction’ (Schumpeter 1934) on 
which so much prosperity relies. As Eric Mack says: 
 

[…] in actual competitive economies […] insightful entrepreneurs 
will not imitatively ape the production and marketing of others; they 
will search out new ways of producing for new or as-yet-unexploited 
markets. […] seek[ing] not less but more in the way of imperfectly 
competitive returns. […] The perfectly competitive market 
idealization draws our attention away from the way in which actual 
competition enhances value and knowledge in society through a 
process whose participants aim at, and sometimes achieve, higher 
(than normally imperfectly competitive) returns (Mack 1992, 178–
179). 

 
But observe how none of the forms of rent extraction discussed in this 
section comports with this description. The beauty premium is a pure 
interpersonal advantage; nepotism stifles innovation rather than 
encourages it (among other things, it disincentivizes human capital 
development); the superstar does not require his monopoly to work; and 
so on. 

As I mentioned in §3, libertarians are quick to criticize rent-seeking. 
Why? Because it provides them ammunition in their anti-government 
cause. But libertarians fail to appreciate that other rents, no less 
pernicious, arise elsewhere in the economy and have nothing to do with 
government. Pace many libertarians, not all high incomes reflect 
“insight”, nor the exploration of “yet-unexploited markets”, nor the 
creation of “value and knowledge”. That is, not all high incomes are 
quasi-rents, even though the libertarian would like to believe that they 
are. The sources of income I have surveyed in this section are not trivial, 
and they cannot be justified on the grounds Mack gives. 

Now let us assume that rents are undeserved, and that, therefore, 
people have no claim of justice on them. Let us further assume that the 
government can confiscate them effectively. What then? Whom should 
they be transferred to? 

As a non-ideal matter, this is of course complicated. But some 
philosophers think that it is intractable even in the ideal case. In 
discussing Nozick’s (1974) ‘Wilt Chamberlain’ example, Mack (1992) 
wonders what could possibly be a principled way to redistribute Wilt’s 
ill-gotten gains.20 Mack muses that “it seems odd […] that the economic 

                                                
20 Although Nozick does not say so, Wilt (in the example and in real life) is a fine 
example of rent extraction via the superstar effect. 
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rent that accrues to Chamberlain should be distributed across all 
members of Chamberlain’s society” (1992, 182). I agree. But there is no 
reason why the government must be so indiscriminate. 

From the point-of-view of desert, we should like to both (1) 
confiscate rents (because they are undeserved), and (2) give transfer 
payments to those who have less than they deserve. And it would be 
most elegant if (1) and (2) were equal—so that the perfectly just balance 
(n. 16) may be achieved. 

In fact, (1) and (2) will be equal! Think of a competitive economy 
with production operating under constant returns to scale. The owner of 
each factor of production receives an income equal to that factor’s 
marginal product, which is (barely) sufficient to compensate for 
opportunity costs. National income equals the sum of marginal 
products. 

One day, the owner of some factor is able to extract a rent. Because 
the rent payment does not create more output, it must come at the cost 
of another’s income. But all shares were perfectly deserved beforehand. 
So someone now must be getting less than she deserves. Therefore, the 
right response is to confiscate the rent and give it to the owner of the 
factor earning less than she deserves.21 

What about the case of decreasing returns-to-scale? (Increasing 
returns-to-scale being incompatible with the assumption of perfect 
competition.) Now there will be income left over after each factor is paid 
its marginal product. The natural solution for the desertist is to say that 
people deserve income in proportion to their marginal products. Then 
the same argument given for the constant returns-to-scale case goes 
through. I note that Roemer and Silvestre (1993) have proven that there 
exists such an equilibrium for general economies—factor shares paid in 
proportion to their marginal products—and that it is Pareto efficient. 

Let me conclude this section by suggesting a taxonomy of rents. We 
have identified five types. 

Type One rents derive from natural features that provide one with 
an interpersonal advantage in the labor market. The beauty premium is 

                                                
21 At this stage of the argument, there is an implicit assumption that marginal product 
is a good measure of ‘contribution’. This is not trivial, although it has been endorsed 
by others; most famously, Clark (1899), and more recently, Mankiw (2013). I give a 
fuller defense of the assumption in Chapter 6 of my 2018 book. N.B. while Mankiw and 
I agree normatively—we think that justice is about giving people what they deserve, 
that one’s deserved income is based in one’s contribution, and that marginal product is 
the right measure of ‘contribution’—we disagree, positively. He believes that America’s 
high labor incomes reflect contributions; I believe that they do not. 
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a Type One rent. Of course, that beauty provides one an extra income is 
not a natural fact but a social fact—and a lamentable one at that. (Also a 
correctable one.) But the rent-producing feature is natural, and so it 
belongs to the first type. 

Type Two rents derive from social features that provide an 
interpersonal advantage. Nepotism is a Type Two rent. Again, these are 
more pernicious than Type One rents because resources must be spent 
to create or maintain the advantage. (Here we may also include rents 
derived from non-natural beauty. Some people undergo surgical 
procedures in order to look more beautiful, in order to, inter alia, 
improve their job prospects.)  

Type Three rents occur when a person receives an economic reward 
which is unconnected to underlying productive capacity. Our 
incompetent but lucky CEO provides an example. 

Type Four rents result from natural scarcity. Returns to unimproved 
land and some superstar salaries are examples. 

Type Five rents result from artificial scarcity, which is usually (but 
not necessarily) cultivated by the factor enjoying the rent. That is, Type 
Five rents are the result of rent-seeking. 

Let me suggest one more type: Type Six rents, defined as rents 
gained through ‘unproductive financial activity’. The hedge fund that 
exploits a technical inefficiency in the market, moving money from 
others’ pockets to its own without growing the economic pie, is an 
extractor of Type Six rent. Similar to Type Two rents, Type Six rents are 
undesirable because they squander resources which might be put to 
productive use. Because of the enormous (undeserved) incomes 
involved, hedge funds, private equity firms, and the like are among the 
most-desired employment destinations for graduates of top universities 
(see, e.g., Goldin and Katz 2008). This is significant human capital which 
could be put toward scientific research, or education, or widget-
making—or whatever—but is not. 

It can be difficult to distinguish Type Six rents from quasi-rents. 
There are cases to be made—unpersuasive ones, in my opinion—that 
these parts of the finance industry do serve bona fide productive 
purposes. Maybe they provide liquidity in markets or help firms work 
more efficiently. If so, then they are deserved and justly held. This is a 
positive matter, to be settled through empirical research. 
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V. WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR PUBLIC POLICY? 
The argument to this point may seem recherché. In fact, I think that 
these considerations of rent and desert have important practical 
ramifications. 

For one thing, they justify economic redistribution—away from 
undeserving extractors of rents to citizens who have less than they 
deserve. And the redistribution is morally plausible, in the sense that it 
accords with the widespread sentiment that there is too much economic 
inequality. If we confiscated and redistributed rents as described, we 
would significantly reduce inequality. (Rent extraction overwhelmingly 
happens at the top, not the bottom, of the income distribution. And it 
comes at the cost of low- and middle-income earners owing to 
differentials in bargaining power.) 

Keep in mind that we desertists do not care a whit about economic 
equality or inequality (of outcome). What we care about is matching 
people’s rewards to their contributions. These contributions are 
unequal, and so just rewards are unequal. It simply happens to be the 
case that actual contributions are not so unequal as actual wages would 
suggest. In other words, real-world inequality is a symptom of injustice 
rather than an injustice in itself. 

In contrast, the libertarian would protect rents (maybe not Type Five 
rents), as they are a result of free exchanges in the market. But let’s 
think about what this means in practice. First, because the marginal 
utility of rents is virtually nil (those who extract them are already rich), 
they have no positive effect on welfare. Second, they are an economic 
inefficiency, making the social surplus less than it could be. Third, as we 
have seen, rents are, at best, imperfectly connected to merit, effort, skill, 
contribution, and the like, and at worst utterly unconnected. Rather than 
a modus ponens from libertarian principles to protecting rents, we have 
a modus tollens: no correct theory of justice will hold that these rents 
should be protected. 

It is important that people not regard ‘contribution-based income’ as 
reactionary, for it is anything but. As I have argued (Mulligan 2018), the 
distributive system I commend would produce a society more 
egalitarian than the most egalitarian c. 2018, even as the system is 
indifferent to inequality. And really: how reactionary could it be, given 
that Marx approved of it for his penultimate, socialist phase of history? 
(“Marx is more a meritocrat than Rawls, Nielsen, Dworkin, and most 
contemporary liberal political philosophers” [Pojman 1999, 93].) 
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 Moreover, there are plausible forms of market failure in which 
people making bona fide contributions go unremunerated. One example 
is stay-at-home parents. They serve a vital economic function, sustaining 
the labor force of the next generation and improving its human capital—
but they are not paid for it. (Most do, of course, enjoy psychic utility by 
doing their parental duty.) In principle, transfers to stay-at-home 
parents are not only compatible with the meritocratic approach but 
required by it. 

There is also the matter of the Solow residual, or what is now known 
as ‘total factor productivity’ (TFP). This is the portion of output not 
explained by known inputs to production; typically labor and capital.22 
TFP captures output resulting from technology, institutional change, and 
synergies among workers. Because TFP is a residual, it is best 
understood as a measure of our ignorance about inputs to production. 
After all, some people out there created the technology TFP measures; 
and so they made the relevant contributions, and so they deserve on the 
regular grounds. To be sure, it can be hard to say exactly who 
contributed to production and in exactly what measure. But this is an 
epistemic challenge of the sort that all distributive principles face. It is 
not a conceptual challenge. 

Finally, a parochial political point: Americans should think hard 
about why the left has failed to improve the material condition of the 
lower and middle classes over the past 40 years. It failed to forestall the 
tax-and-transfer policies, deregulation, and weakening of worker 
bargaining power which have had the net effect of redistributing income 
and wealth to the rich. It is illustrative that the major ‘progressive’ 
policy achievement of recent years—the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act—is anything but radical, and its survival unclear. 

This failure is especially mystifying given the appetite for 
progressive redistribution. Americans across ideological lines regard 
their economy as unfair (Fingerhut 2016), and they are amenable to tax-
and-transfer policies and new social programs in the name of fairness: 
 

In order to provide both genuine opportunity and a measure of 
economic security—large majorities of Americans favor a number of 
specific government programs […]. Support for these government 

                                                
22 One may wonder why capital income is deserved. The reason is that a desert-based 
society must, by conceptual necessity, be built upon robust equal opportunity 
(Mulligan 2018). There can be no inheritance, e.g. When an individual living in a desert-
based society earns capital income, that income can be traced to his contributions.  



MULLIGAN / DO PEOPLE DESERVE THEIR ECONOMIC RENTS? 
 

VOLUME 11, ISSUE 2, AUTUMN 2018 186 

programs comes from all sectors of society: from Republicans, from 
self-described middle-class and upper-class people, from whites, and 
from those with high incomes, as well as from Democrats, working-
class people, African Americans, and lower-income citizens (Page 
and Jacobs 2009, 22–23). 

 
Why has the American left so struggled? The answer, I think, is that it 
has based its arguments in moral principles that are widely regarded as 
false, and used rhetoric that human beings find profoundly unattractive. 

If there is a watchword of the American left, it is ‘equality’. But we 
know that equality is rejected as a norm of justice: “Empirical studies 
provide almost no support for egalitarianism, understood as equality of 
outcomes, or for Rawls’s difference principle” (Konow 2003, 1199). 

In contrast, there is overwhelming support for the idea that justice is 
a matter of giving people what they deserve, and that, when it comes to 
income, just deserts are indexed to contribution. This is probably the 
best demonstrated result in the enormous empirical literature on 
justice, supported by research in social psychology, child development, 
experimental economics, evolutionary theory, neurology, and other 
fields. 

The degree of support for justice-as-desert is so humongous that I 
cannot begin to describe it here (I devote Chapter 3 of my 2018 book to 
the task), but one easily gets a sense of things. As Gregory Mankiw 
points out: 
 

[…] people are rarely outraged when high incomes go to those who 
obviously earned them. When we see Steven Spielberg make 
blockbuster movies, Steve Jobs introduce the iPod, David Letterman 
crack funny jokes, and J.K. Rowling excite countless young readers 
with her Harry Potter books, we don’t object to the many millions of 
dollars they earn in the process. The high incomes that generate 
anger are those that come from manipulating the system. The CEO 
who pads the corporate board with his cronies and the banker whose 
firm survives only by virtue of a government bailout do not seem to 
deserve their multimillion dollar bonuses. The public perceives them 
(correctly or incorrectly) as getting more than they contributed to 
society (Mankiw 2010, 295). 

 
The objectionable incomes which Mankiw identifies are all rents.  
It is therefore worth asking if we might arrive at the society that we 

regard as pretheoretically just via a different, non-egalitarian, normative 
route. The argument of this paper is that the answer is ‘yes’. If justice is 
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a matter of giving people what they deserve, then we ought to confiscate 
and redistribute rents. This is just, and it has the side-effects of 
reducing inequality, increasing economic efficiency, and political 
expediency. 

It would be a mistake to stop there, though. At a time when we are 
revisiting everything that we have taken for granted about political and 
social culture, we should take a hard look at the normative frameworks 
that have so occupied us as philosophers. Perhaps their time has passed. 
I am convinced that before long, justice will be found in the venerable 
but neglected idea that we should give people what they deserve.  
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