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1. Introduction
Progressive tax: the applicable tax rate itself increases as an individual’s tax base increases
· The tax base = that which is taxed: earnings, capital, consumption etc. (I’ll be largely agnostic)
· Progressivity can be achieved by exemptions as well as by differential rates (Blum & Kalpen (1952: esp. 420)) – but I’m only concerned with rates, here.

QUESTION: Especially given that wealthier individuals will be required to pay more tax if a flat rate of tax is applied, what reason is there (if any) to make tax rates progressive?
· It would be elegant if the answer falls out of understanding what the justification for any taxation in the first place is, but it need not – although, happily, mine will!
· There might be all sorts of reasons for progression – economic (micro and/or macro), political and moral.
· I will be concerned only with moral reasons for progression. 
· These are not the only considerations which matter. (e.g. Hamlin (2018))
· And it might be that even the moral considerations are interconnected with ‘other’ moral considerations concerning ownership etc. (Murphy & Nagel (2002))
2. First Answer: The Benefits View
According to the benefits view, taxes are justified because, and to the extent that, the money they raise pays for the maintenance of those public goods which make the world safe for our enjoyment of the benefits of our wealth, or of our consumption (or of the benefits of whatever the tax is levied on). It might seem that the more income or wealth one has, or the more one consumes, the greater one’s liability for upholding the institutions of state and society which make enjoyment of their benefits possible – because one’s benefit from having, or consuming, more is greater.

The obvious objection to this as a justification of progressive tax, though: it simply isn’t true that benefit increases exponentially against linear increases in income/wealth/consumption etc.; in fact, there is diminishing marginal benefit, not even linear marginal benefit. 
· It might be that the total benefit enjoyed by the well-off is greater, despite diminishing marginal benefit; and so it might still be that in virtue of that greater total, they are more liable for upholding the institutions of state and society which make enjoyment of their benefits possible. 
· But why should this liability be exponentially greater, not just arithmetically proportional?[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Thus Hayek:
‘There also is still much to be said for the old argument that, since almost all economic activity beneﬁts from the basic services of government, these services form a more or less constant ingredient of all we consume and enjoy and that, therefore, a person who commands more of the resources of society will also gain proportionately more from what the government has contributed.’ ([1960]: 442)] 

· And diminishing marginal benefit implies regressive tax rates, on the benefits view.
So, even if the benefits view articulates a moral reason to tax, it does not explain the moral desirability of progressive taxation. 
3. Second Answer: The Ability to Pay View
According to the ability to pay view, it might be that the basic duty of every citizen (who can afford it) to pay some tax is grounded in the benefit each enjoys from the social goods which are paid for through taxation. But when it comes to taxing at a higher rate, what matters is that some important things need paying for, and it is only right that they be paid for by those who can afford it. Simply collecting the extra revenue which accrues from a flat rate applied to higher earnings/more capital etc. is not enough to cover the bill: a greater proportion of those higher earnings/that capital etc. is required in order to do the good which needs doing. 

But a reasonable objection is that it is one thing to invoke reciprocity or justice and argue that one ought to pay for benefits one enjoys, and roughly in proportion to the extent that one enjoys them (as the benefits view does). But it is another thing to view the better-off as cash cows, expected to pay for what matters simply because they can afford to. Why should it be expected of the well-off to pay in particular for the goods which are secured through taxation, and not for other (morally) good things which can be secured for themselves and their families, and for others too, by their own discretionary spending, instead?
4. Third – and Probably Correct – Answer: The Mitigation View
· According to the mitigation view, the justification for progressive, as opposed to flat rate, taxation is rooted in the benefits each citizen enjoys – benefits which are secured, protected or promoted by the ‘social goods’ in the broadest sense. 
· But whereas the benefits view sees differential tax rates as justified by exponentially differential benefits enjoyed by different citizens, the mitigation view is able to treat the benefits enjoyed by each citizen as more or less the same. In this regard, it shares something with a version of the ability to pay view which sees citizens’ equal obligations to pay tax as rooted in the benefits they equally enjoy, but sees the different rates legitimately required from each as rooted in something else. 
· But how does the mitigation view justify progressive taxation, if it sees the justification of taxation as rooted in the benefits enjoyed by each citizen, and if it is willing to grant that each citizen enjoys those benefits to more or less the same degree?
· According to the mitigation view, other things being equal each citizen owes more or less the same proportion of their income (or possessions, or consumption) in tax as each other citizen, perhaps on the basis of enjoying more or less the same benefits to more or less the same degree as each other. And the proportion of their income (etc.) each citizen owes in tax, other things being equal, is very high indeed.
· But the ‘other things being equal’ part of that claim is crucial: one aspect of the justice of taxation is the extent to which citizens enjoy the benefits of social goods paid for by taxation. What earns the mitigation view its name, though, and distinguishes it from the benefits view (which, of course, also implies that each citizen owes more or less the same proportion of their income (etc.) in tax if they enjoy more or less the same benefits of the kind in question) is the recognition that other things are rarely if ever equal in the relevant respects: facts about the situation of, and competing demands upon, individuals can and do mitigate the demands of justice in certain ways. If one aspect of the justice of taxation is the requirement that each pay a proportional amount for the benefits they receive, another is the right of each citizen to retain enough of their income (or possessions/resources) to meet those needs which are best met by their own expenditure, and not by provision in kind by the state, and to live, by means of their own choices, a fulfilling and flourishing life (within the bounds of other principles of justice) – including meeting other moral demands upon their discretionary spending.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  A similar point is noted, but not developed into a systematic view about the morality of progressivity in particular, by e.g. Picketty: ‘To be sure, there are objectively growing needs in the educational and health spheres, which may well justify slight tax increases in the future. But the citizens of the wealthy countries also have a legitimate need for enough income to purchase all sorts of goods and services produced by the private sector [and, we might add, produced by the public sector but requiring individual wealth to purchase] – for instance to travel, buy clothes, obtain housing, avail themselves of new cultural services, purchase the latest tablet, and so on. … [S]ociety has to choose among different types of needs, and there is no obvious reason to think that nearly all needs should be paid for through taxation.’  ([2013]: 482; cf. Hayek ([1973-9], esp. Chapter 14), on the diversity of needs and ways of funding them.) 
	In emphasising the fact that our all-things-considered tax obligations are the product of a host of moral considerations, it might seem that I have brought the mitigation view close to what we might call the constructivist view defended by Liam Murphy and Thomas Nagel. But their view is crucially different from the mitigation view. In their discussion of progressivity (Chapter 6 of their The Myth of Ownership), they argue that ‘[r]esults and not tax rates are what matter’ (2002: 139), which is to say that their view is not that there is a (progressive) tax rate which justice requires as a matter of individuals’ (and corporations’) moral debt, but which is determined by various moral considerations. Rather, it is that ‘tax justice’ is actually just a matter of whatever gets the results (in terms of social justice). In this respect, their view is really a version of the ability to pay view, discussed above (and/or the closely related egalitarian view – on which see §8, below). This fact is reinforced by their comment that ‘[the literature on optimal tax and transfer rates] approaches the topic in the right way, investigating outcomes rather than the distribution of burdens.’ (2002: 135–6) So, the mitigation view, which is entirely concerned with the distribution of burdens, should not be confused with their view, despite a superficial similarity.] 

· Different citizens will be in different situations vis a vis the extent to which a high tax rate threatens their ability to meet those needs and to pursue a flourishing life. So, according to the mitigation view, we start by appreciating our ‘other things being equal’ tax liability in respect of paying what is appropriate in recognition of the benefits we enjoy – and I’ll call this our default tax obligation – but then immediately turn to other considerations of justice (and morality more broadly) to determine what our all things considered moral tax liability is, determining that by weighing our default tax obligation against other obligations and rights – which is bound to entail different rates for different individuals.

But in order for the mitigation view to afford a justification for progressive taxation, it requires an assumption about the extent of each citizen’s default tax liability: other things being equal, each citizen must owe a proportion of their income (or wealth, or consumption…) which is large enough that at least some citizens could not be expected to pay that much without violating some other principle of justice. This decomposes into two more fundamental assumptions, which I address in the next two sections.
5. The First Assumption:                                                                                                  What We Each Owe to Others (You Don’t Have to be a Fin de Siècle Socialist, but it Helps!)
According to a plausible view – widespread amongst socialists, but not confined to their ranks – what we have and are is in very large part due to the industry, talent, insight, or plain existence and needs, of others – both our predecessors and our contemporaries. (See Appendix) 
· This is not to say that none of what we are and have is due to our own industry, talent etc.
· So, this insight does not support an inference such as Kropotkin’s: private property and deserved ownership are not undermined. 

Even benefit to others can benefit us, individually – and benefit us more than it benefits those others (e.g. the person cured of a mild ailment, available to clinch the deal of a lifetime for their employer, who reaps the reward (not unjustly, perhaps)).
6. The Second Assumption: Tax and Paying Our Dues
But how does what we owe to others for what we have – and are – translate into any (default) obligation to pay tax? 
(i) Gratitude: It is familiar that contributing to institutions which have benefitted us is an appropriate expression of gratitude for that benefit.
· Often, it is individuals who have benefitted us – but we express our gratitude to the institution nonetheless (the teacher inspired us, but we donate to the school; our comrades were like a family to us, so we donate to the regiment…) 
· One reason for this: the particular individuals who have benefitted us are no longer accessible (they are dead, or lost to us), and/or we don’t know who they are (the researchers who worked on the cure for our cancer – so we donate to a cancer research charity supporting such researchers generally).
·  Sometimes, though, we support institutions for reasons of gratitude linked to ways that individuals have benefitted us when we could directly thank or support those individuals – because (a) we think that it is what they have done qua teacher, researcher etc. that matters and/or (b) we want to support an institution which enables or promotes similar work on the part of others. 
· We think that there is reason (of gratitude) now to contribute to institutions in virtue of what they/individuals associated with them have done in the past (schools, regiments etc.), especially when we are still enjoying the benefits.
(ii) The State: Notwithstanding anarchist and libertarian views to the contrary, the state can be conceptualised as an institution enabling/supporting the activities of citizens (and others) which benefit us – whether or not it is itself also a source of benefit to us.
(iii) Obligation: There are duties of gratitude, and these include duties to do things (e.g. donate), as well as duties to feel things. 
· Smith (Theory of Moral Sentiments: Part II, Section 1, Chapter 1): ‘To us, therefore, that action must appear to deserve reward, which appears to be the proper and approved object of gratitude’ ([1759]: 68, my emphasis). Being due reward (or other tokens of gratitude) is a matter of being due gratitude – not of gratitude being felt (i.e. the entitlement to reward does not depend upon the feeling).
· These are moral duties (so, we are not in the realm of merely reciprocal political requirements, a la Rawls – cf. Shelby (2007)).
So, we might well have obligations to proportionately give to the state as the institutional representative of those who have benefitted us, and continue to and will benefit us, and as the enabler/promoter of that benefit, which obligations are obligations of gratitude (not [just] obligations to be grateful, but to give what is owed to the proper objects of our (possible) gratitude). 
6. Our Simple Duties to Others: Another Rationale?
I have argued on the basis of what we owe in recognition of the benefits we receive in §§3-5, above. But another consideration is the extent of our obligations of beneficence and justice to others – not on the basis of what they have done for us, but on the basis of their needs etc.
· These obligations might suffice to establish the enormous extent of our default tax liability, regardless of the benefit we have received from anything or anyone.
· But, the concern raised in §3, above (in relation to the ability to pay view), applies here: why should our obligations of beneficence and justice be discharged by paying enormous amounts of tax (if we are able), rather than by spending enormous sums in a discretionary way? 
· If there is a good answer to this question, then the ability to pay view already morally justifies progressive taxation – whereas the mitigation view developed as above promises a justification even if the ability to pay view fails. 
7. Ordering the Lobster
According the mitigation view (as I’ve developed it here), most of us are like the diner in a restaurant who has ordered and enjoyed the lobster, but can’t afford to pay for it: our default tax liability reflects the extent of our obligation to contribute (for reasons of gratitude, at least) to the state; but we cannot afford to meet that obligation without violating other (moral) obligations etc. 
· Remember, even the person who orders the lobster which they can’t afford could pay for it, if they mug someone to acquire the funds: it is due to their other moral obligations as much as to their current financial state that they ‘can’t afford’ it. 
 
QUESTION: How should we respond to this fact?

I say: with regret, because we are unable to permissibly do what we have excellent (decisive?) reason to do.
· It may be regrettable (in some way) that a particular moral consideration or demand is in play (e.g. the moral requirement to apologise for wrongdoing, or the fact that someone will be unfairly disadvantaged by some otherwise good policy…).
· It may also be regrettable that there are conflicts between – or modification of – obligations, even when those obligations or their being in play is not, in itself, regrettable. 
· This is presumably the case even if it is the role of phronesis (practical wisdom) to dissolve dilemmas, determining a virtuous balance between these various moral considerations – and practical ones…

This might afford a novel argument for the view that there is a default obligation to work, or otherwise to ensure that one is in as strong a financial position as possible given one’s other moral obligations and rights.
· We can avoid ordering lobster which we cannot afford to pay for; but we cannot avoid incurring the debt of gratitude we owe to others.
· So, the only way to do as much as we can is to put ourselves in a position to satisfy our obligations of gratitude – so far as this is consistent with our other moral obligations and rights.

There are good political and moral reasons to endorse the mitigation view:
· Endorsing the mitigation view reminds us of the extent of our debt to others, and is thus protection against selfishness etc. 
· And unlike other rationales for progressive taxation, the mitigation view does not emphasise the unusual good fortune or resources of the particularly well off, and is thus and aid to solidarity. 
8. Methodology
The mitigation view emerges from an exercise in accommodating ideas from different sides of the debate: reconciling insights. 

No egalitarian premisses are required. 
· Just as well, because these might not vindicate progression, anyway: it might be that egalitarian purposes are better served by distrusting the proceeds of flat rate taxation in particular ways. (Brennan (2018): 74-5) 
· But also, an argument for those who deny the intrinsic value – and even the instrumental value – of equality. 

As noted above (§7), there are worthwhile political and moral aspects to endorsing the mitigation view. In respect of these, it is a virtue of the mitigation view that it employs premises which can be endorsed by both the left and the right, the socialist- and capitalist-inclined, the egalitarian and the non-egalitarian etc. (see, e.g., examples in the Appendix). 
Appendix: 
Kropotkin, De Bois and Carnegie on Our Debt to Others


Here is Peter Kropotkin, from The Conquest of Bread, Chapter 1, Section II:

Take … a civilised country. The forests which once covered it have been cleared, the marshes drained, the climate improved. It has been made habitable. The soil, which bore formerly only a course vegetation, is covered today with rich harvests. … The wild plants … have been transformed by generations of culture into succulent vegetables or trees covered with delicious fruits. Thousands of highways and railroads furrow the earth … The rivers have been made navigable; the coasts, carefully surveyed, are easy of access; artificial harbours, laboriously dug our and protected against the fury of the sea, afford shelter to the ships. … [G]reat cities have sprung up, and within their boarders all the treasures of industry, science and art have been accumulated. 
Whole generations, that lived and died in misery, oppressed and ill-treated by their masters, and worn out by the toil, have handed on this immense inheritance to our century. 
[…]
The cities, bound together by railroads and waterways, are organisms which have lived through centuries. … Search into their history and you will see how the civilisation of the town, its industry, its special characteristics, have grown slowly and ripened through the co-operation of generations of its inhabitants before it could become what it is today.[[footnoteRef:3]] And even today, the value of each dwelling, factory and warehouse … is only maintained by the very presence and labour of legions of men who now inhabit that special corner of the globe. Each of the atoms composing what we call the Wealth of Nations owes its value to the fact that it is part 0f the great whole. …  [3:  Kropotkin’s socialist spin on this story of dependence on the work of others is not essential for the general point. In that connection, note how at least this point about the evolution of the city, with its culture and riches, is precisely the point about our inheritance from the past which conservatives in the tradition of Burke are keen to make. And note, similarly, how important the following point about the interconnectedness of the ‘atoms’ of the wealth of nations is for decidedly anti-socialist views of the importance of free markets etc. ] 

	Millions of human beings have laboured to create this civilisation on which we pride ourselves today. Other millions, scattered through the globe, labour to maintain it. Without them nothing would be left in fifty years but ruins.
There is not even a thought, or an invention, which is not common property, born of the past and the present. Thousands of inventors, known and unknown, who have died in poverty, have co-operated in the invention of each of these machines which embody the genius of man.
[…]
Science and industry, knowledge and application, discovery and practical realization leading to new discoveries, cunning of brain and of hand, toil of mind and muscle – all work together. Each discovery, each advance, each increase in the sum of human riches, owes its being to the physical and mental travail of the past and the present. 
By what right then can anyone whatever appropriate the least morsel of this immense whole and say – This is mine, not yours? ([1913]: 13-16)

Later, in Conquest of Bread Chapter 6, Kropotkin makes the point that similar facts about dependence deserve attention when we think about the value of land and buildings, too: 

[T]he house owes its actual value to the profit which the owner can make out of it. Now, this profit results from the fact that his house is built in a town – that is, in an agglomeration of thousands of other houses, possessing paved streets, bridges, quays and fine public buildings, well lighted, and affording to its inhabitants a thousand comforts and conveniences unknown in villages; a town in regular communication with other towns, and itself a centre of industry, commerce, science and art; a town which the work of twenty of thirty generations has made habitable, healthy and beautiful’. ([1913]: 75-6)[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  cf. Scruton (2012) on our shared environments of living as ‘homes and inheritances’; an idea evidently dear to the hearts of conservatives and anarchist socialists alike, on the evidence of these views of Kropotkin! See also the view about the value of property in Carnegie ([1906]: 58-9).] 


And here is W. E. B. Du Bois:

You are obsessed by the swiftness of the gliding of the sled at the bottom of the hill. You say: what tremendous power must have caused its speed, and how wonderful is Speed. You think of the rider as the originator and inventor of that vast power. You admire his poise and sang-froid, his utter self-absorption. You say: surely here is the son of God and shall reign forever and forever.
You are wrong, quite wrong. Away back on the level stretches of the mountain tops in the forests, amid drifts and driftwood, this sled was slowly and painfully pushed on its little hesitant start. It took power, but the power of sweating, courageous men, not of demigods. As the sled slowly started and gained momentum, it was the Law of Being that gave it speed, and the grace of God that steered its lone, scared passage. Those passengers, white, black, red and yellow, deserve credit for their balance and pluck. But many times it was sheer luck that made the road not land the white man in the gutter, as it had others so many times before, and as it may him yet. He has gone farther than others because of others whose very falling made hard ways iced and smooth for him to traverse. His triumph is a triumph not of himself alone, but of humankind, from the pusher in the primeval forests to the last flier through the winds of the twentieth century. (1940: 663-4)

Amongst non-socialists, the philanthropic capitalist Andrew Carnegie was a staunch supporter of private industry as a source of wealth which ought to be allowed to accrue to individual businesspeople. [1889] But he argued that profits depend on the work – or at least the existence and needs – of others, and not merely on the industry or ingenuity of the individuals to whom the rewards accrue. See [1906], passim, e.g.: 

It may be said that in greater or lesser degree our leading manufacturers, railroad-builders, department-store projectors, meat-packers, and other specialists in one line or other had to adopt new methods; and, with few, if any, exceptions, there can be traced in their careers some special form of ability upon which their success depended, thus distinguishing them from the mass of competitors. No doubt this is correct, yet the inventions or processes used were the work of others, so that all they did was to introduce new methods of management or to recognize and utilize opportunities. This the inventor class have also done if they have become millionaires, but in addition they have invented the new processes. So that these deserve to reap beyond the other class, yet only in degree, because both classes alike depend upon increasing population – the masses, who require, or consume, the article produced, so that even the inventor’s wealth is in great part dependent upon the community which uses his productions.’ ([1906]: 63)
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