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Introduction

Contemporary Anglo-American political philosophy focuses heavily on the
problem of the just distribution of resources in society. This problem, often referred to
as the problem of distributive justice, is a natural object of study for both economics
and philosophy because it attempts to discover from the set of all efficient politico-
economic institutions, a small subset that implement a 'just' distribution of societal
resources.

Axiomatic theory may be able to contribute to the contemporary debate over
the problem of distributive justice. As a positive discipline, it utilizes a vast set of
mathematical tools that enable theorists to rigorously characterize the problem of
distributive justice. Moreover, it is also able to incorporate ethical intuitions into its
positive tools, thus enabling economists and philosophers alike to study with greater
precision the equity issues that arise in the distribution of resources in a particular
society.

The economist John Roemer has contributed mightily to the development of
the normative aspects of axiomatic theory. In his research he axiomatizes
contemporary political philosophies, then tries to determine the consistency of the
legitimacy of the arguments that undergird those philosophies. By examining his
work, I hope to explore the strengths and weaknesses of the axiomatic method as a tool
for the political philosopher. Ido not think that the axiomatic method will ever prove
to supplant political philosophy as the dominant vehicle for the study of distributive
justice. However, I do think that the method has much to contribute to political
philosopher, and thus shall argue in favor of greater interaction between the two
disciplines.

The Political Philosophy of John Roemer

John Roemer is not a political philosopher, per se. Instead he is an
economist who works in the axiomatic tradition. However, his work to date has been
heavily influenced by political philosophy. Indeed, Roemer might be best thought of
as a normative economist.” His work is situated squarely in the intersection of
political philosophy and positive economic analysis. Roemer's methodology is
axiomatic because he develops axiomatic characterizations of political philosophies,
then studies the models created with those axioms in order to glean insight into their
structure.

Roemer's own political philosophy comes close to that of G. A. Cohen
(1986). Indeed, a reasonable reading of Roemer might interpret him as the economic
counterpart of Cohen. Cohen, as a political philosopher, is principally concerned with
the moral justification of economic and political systems. His arguments tend to
exhibit the abstract, prose method of argumentation which characterizes much of

“Hervé Moulin suggested this term to me.
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traditional philosophic analysis accomplishes if it is to contribute to the philosophical
discussion of distributive justice. I am of the opinion that the axiomatic method
accomplishes these things and shall attempt to demonstrate this through the course of

this paper.

Theories of Distributive Justice _
In his manuscript, Theories of Distributive Justice, Roemer uses axiomatic

methods to analyze political philosophies. In five chapters that constitute the heart of
his analysis, Roemer focuses on utilitarianism, Rawlsian liberalism, Nozickian neo-
Lockeanism, Dworkian resource egalitarianism, and opportunity egalitarianism. I
shall focus on two of these political philosophies, Rawlsian liberalism and Nozickian
neo-Lockeanism, in order to show how Roemer uses the analytical tools of economics
to illuminate certain implications of these theories of distributive justice.
I shall begin my discussion with Roemer's analysis of Rawlsian liberalism.
Roemer has a number of interesting things to say about Rawls' theory. However, I
shall focus on two criticisms in particular, 1) his claim that Rawls' can not consistently
argue for an objective index of primary goods, and 2) his claim that in the original
position a representative soul would not necessarily choose to have goods distributed
according to the maximin principle. Roemer concludes that although Rawls'
egalitarian theory is intuitively attractive, the arguments are weak on several key
fronts. For these reasons Roemer claims that Rawlsian liberalism, despite its strengths,
is not an attractive candidate for a comprehensive theory of justice.
After outlining Roemer's criticisms of Rawls, I shall turn to his discussion of
Nozick's neo-Lockean political philosophy. As one might expect, Roemer is deeply
antithetical to the anti-egalitarian bias of Nozick's conception of justice. Roemer
attacks Nozick's political philosophy on several fronts. First of all, he argues that
Nozick's theory does not remain true to the intentions of the Lockean political
philosophy which is its intellectual ancestor. Of particular concern is Nozick's
justification of the way in which scarce natural resources are initially appropriated by
individuals within a society. Roemer re-casts Nozick's political philosophy in the
language of axiomatic theory in an attempt to discover whether or not principles of
liberty (what Roemer calls self-ownership) are compatible with an equitable
distribution of resources. Roemer concludes that Nozick's theory of appropriation is
inconsistent with any high degree of equality; however, he does attempt to illustrate
how Lockean political theory may be consistent with a high degree of equality. In the
end, Roemer rejects Nozick's political philosophy on the grounds that it does not
Justify the principle of appropriation which is perhaps its most crucial component,
while leaving open the possibility that Locke's political philosophy may be compatible

with an equitable distribution of goods.

Rawlsian Liberalism - Democratic Equality
Rawls' political philosophy has sparked a wealth of discussion and criticism

since its initial presentation in A Theory of Justice. Rawls' argument is constructed
around one central proposal, namely that a society should seek to create institutions
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which maximize the endowment of the least well-off segment of that society. This

. endowment is measured by an index of primary goods which consists in the basic
items that every individual needs to promote her idiosyncratic ends. These goods are
rights, liberties, opportunities and power, income and wealth, and self-worth, (Rawls
1971, p. 92) In order to Justify this distribution -- known as the maximin distribution -
- Rawls develops the notion of a veil of ignorance. He argues that if each individual

includes social Status, natural abilities, income, diligence, family background, talents
intelligence, etc.), then the perfectly rational individual would conclude that primary
goods should be distributed in such a Way S0 as to maximize the well-being of the least
well off. (Ibid., pp. 17-22; 60-67)

As Roemer notes, Rawls does not provide an account of how this index of
primary goods is to be constructed. Presumably this index should weight the various
categories in some fashion and derive a measure of the overall well-being of each
agent. Roemer attempts to construct Just such an index and shows that Rawls' theory
can not meet all the requirements he sets forth. Roemer also contests Rawls' claim that
behind the veil of ignorance the rational individual would adopt the difference
principle. According to Roemer, the argument from the veil of ignorance is predicated
on two implicit premises for which Rawis gives no justification: 1) that individuals
behind the veil are extremely risk adverse, and 2) that rationality consists in the ability
to choose a distribution from among a profile of distributions, Against the first
premise, Roemer argues that there is no good reason to accept that individuals behind
the veil of ignorance are extremely risk adverse, Against the second premise, Roemer
argues that the notion of economic rationality presupposes that individuals have well-
defined preference orderings across all possible outcomes. Thus, he says, any attempt
to argue that rationality consists in the selection of one such outcome mis-interprets
the economic conception of rationality.

Roemer's first criticism deals with the consistency of several core tenets of
Rawlsian justice. Indeed, Rawls writes as if the construction of the appropriate index
of primary goods is a trivial problem. Expanding on Arneson's (1990) criticism that
Rawls' theory is implicitly welfarist, Roemer attempts to show that Rawls can not
reconcile his views on happiness, primary £00ds, the achievement of life-plans, and
the existence of an objective index.** (Roemer, in press, Chapter 5, p. 7) The heart of
Roemer's argument is a mathematical formulation of the problem which illustrates that
Rawls' theory ordinally equates the index of primary goods to the individual's welfare.

U

However, this is contrary to Rawls' professed intention, since he wants to argue that

i’ theory of distributive Justice is welfarist if utility is the sole criterion that is used to
determine the distribution of £oods and resources,

-
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into the original position, yet fail to choose the maximin criterion. His conclusion is
that only extremely risk adverse agents will settle upon the maximin criterion. Since
there is no good reason to assume that individuals in the original position are risk
adverse, Roemer concludes that Rawls' argument in favor of the maximin criterion is
flawed and argues that Rawls' primary mistake is to €quate rationality with risk
aversion.
Roemer claims that the problem of obtaining an acceptable distribution of
goods is a decision problem. This is based on the observation that the move through
veil of ignorance dissolves the boundaries between individuals and results in a single,
representative soul facing an optimization problem. Roemer then constructs a
rudimentary society which has the following characteristics: 1) there are two main
goods, leisure and consumption goods; 2) wages are intended to measure the relative
abilities of agents in the society; 3) utility is a function of leisure, goods, and wages;
and 4) the utility function is a measure of expected degree of life plan fulfillment
(Roemer, in press, Chapter 5, p. 19) '

Roemer defines the decision problem as one of choosing a set of tax
schedules which redistribute income, subject to the condition that the "government"
which redistributes the income balances its budget. Given the multiplicity of possible
tax structures, only a few will induce the appropriate maximin redistribution of
goods.67 There is a probability distribution function over these tax schedules that an
agent in the original position knows. Thus the decision facing the agent is one of
maximizing her expected utility subject to the risk which accompanies that level of
utility. Roemer shows that only extremely risk adverse agents will choose tax
schedules which induce a maximin distribution of goods. Risk neutral and risk loving
agents may not choose these tax schedules, and thus Rawls' argument fails to establish
the maximin criterion based solely on the original position. (Ibid., Chapter 5, pp. 19-
22)

Rawls might well respond to Roemer's criticism by arguing that the rational
agent, when situated behind the veil of ignorance, will choose those tax schedules

%One might object to the introduction of utility functions and degrees of life plan
fulfillment into the original position, since Rawls has insisted that it is primary goods
which are to be distributed by the society. Roemer has, essentially, two responses.

First, that the utility of the agents is ordinally equivalent to the index of primary
goods. Second, there is no reason to assume that agents can not know the distribution
of life plans in the actual society. Furthermore, if it is the case that agents do, in fact,
know this distribution, then they will not only be concerned with goods, but will also
be concerned with the degree of expected life plan fulfillment. (Roemer, in press,

Chapter 5, pp. 19-20)

a that these tax schedules must meet in order to

67 : . . &
Roemer gives four technical criteri
For a

induce a maximin distribution. 1 shall omit these technical conditions here.
more in-depth discussion see Roemer, in press, Chapter 5, pp. 20-21.
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which result in a maximin distribution. Of course, this, then, is to implicitly argue that
rationality consists in extreme risk aversion. Roemer points out that the economic
notion of rationality presupposes that an agent has well defined preferences over a set
of states. Risk aversion entails that the agent prefers outcomes with lower expected
values, yet smaller standard deviations. Risk loving entails just the opposite -- the
agent prefers outcomes with higher expected values and larger standard deviations
Given that an agent's preferences exhibit risk aversion, the agent is said to be rational
if his decisions are such that he chooses an outcome that coheres with his preferences.
However, an agent who is risk loving may also, under the economic definition of
rationality, be said to be rational. Given that an agent has risk loving preferences, she
is rational when she chooses an outcome that coheres with her preferences, which
happen to be different than those of the risk averse agent. It is a mistake on Rawls'
part to associate risk aversion with rationality, for rationality, as it is conceived by
economists, is used to denote those situations where choices cohere with preferences.
In arguing that the rational soul will choose a maximin distribution of wealth Rawls
appeals, not to the princigle of economic rationality, but rather to commonsense
intuitions of rationality.* Roemer argues that this confusion causes Rawls to overlook
the fact that the representative soul, if she is risk neutral or risk loving, may not choose
the tax schedules which induce a maximin redistribution of goods.* (Ibid., Chapter 5,
pp- 22-23)

Neo-Lockeanism - Ownership of the Self

Nozick's political philosophy, as it is enunciated in Anarchy, State, and
Utopia, is at once a reaction to the democratic liberalism of Rawls and a revival of the
Lockean emphasis on rights. Nozick reacts against Rawls by denying that distributive
justice requires society to enforce a "patterned" distribution of holdings.70 (Nozick
1974, pp. 153-160) In a Lockean move, he argues that considerations of liberty

®In the commonsense notion of rationality, one would say that it would simply be
crazy or irrational, for me to wager an exorbitant amount of money on my ability to
predict, word for word, the lecture that my economics professor will give today in
class.

*While Roemer rules out Rawls' argument in favor of maximin distribution of primary

goods, he notes that there may be other goods reasons for selecting such a distribution.
He alludes to work that suggests that the maximin solution may be the distribution

chosen by a certain set of ethical axioms. See Roemer, in press, Chapter 1, pp. 33-46.

"Nozick uses the generic term "holdings" to refer to all those things which an {
individual owns. It includes, but is not restricted to, wealth, income, power, talents, 5
opportunities, etc. It is roughly equivalent to Rawls' primary goods; however,
holdings refers to items such as personal belongings and luxuries, whereas Rawls'
concept of primary goods is concerned with basic necessities.
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prevent the coercive transfer of holdings that must transpire in Rawlsian democratic
liberalism. Nozick claims that justice does not reside solely in end-state distributions
of holdings. Instead, the principles by which those distributions arise must be taken
into consideration if a given distribution is to be called just. (Ibid., pp. 150-51)

Nozick argues that as distributions evolve over time the sole criterion by
which they may be judged is the principle of justice in transfer. This principle states
that "A person who acquires a holding . . . from someone else entitled to that holding,
is entitled to that holding" (Ibid., p. 151). Within the context of Nozick's theory, this
principle of justice adequately covers those situations in which a title is voluntarily
transferred from one agent to another. Nozick, though, must still answer the question
of how an agent initially comes to acquire her holdings. To accomplish this task he
establishes the principle of justice in acquisition. This principle states that "A person
who acquires a holding in accordance with the principle of justice in acquisition is
entitled to that holding" (Ibid., p. 151). Nozick completes the framework for his
theory of distributive justice by claiming that these are the only two means by which
an individual is entitled to his holdings.

Nozick's argument is heavily dependent on the characterizations of the two
principles of justice. The principle of justice in transfer is relatively straightforward --
so long as the transfer occurs voluntarily (i.e., no coercion on the part of either agent)
the resulting distribution is just. The principle of justice in acquisition is much more
complicated. Nozick builds upon Locke's conception of property rights and argues
that the initial acquisition of holdings from the previously unowned natural world is
acceptable so long as the appropriation "leaves no one worse off than she would have
been had that part remained unowned." (Roemer, in press, Chapter 6, p. 3)

Roemer, as well as a number of others, is highly critical of this proposal. As
Cohen has noted, there are a variety of counterfactuals which could stand as the basis
of comparison. (Cohen 1986a, pp. 118-31) Nozick does not provide any justification
for his assumption that in the absence of appropriation the proper basis for comparison
is the world in which resources remain un-appropriated. Cohen and Roemer both
argue that perhaps a better basis of comparison would be the situation in which the
world is jointly owned. Under these circumstances, the distribution of resources
transforms itself into a bargaining problem among self-interested agents. (Roemer, in
press, Chapter 6, p. 8) From this point of departure, Roemer uses the tools of
axiomatic bargaining theory to determine what type of allocation mechanisms satisfy a
relatively small number of attractive ethical principles.

Roemer is willing to grant one important concession to Nozick, and that is
that there is a natural sense in which an individual may be said to be the owner of her
natural talents and abilities. Cohen (1986a, 1986b) has called this the thesis of self-
ownership. Nozick holds a strong version of the thesis of self-ownership, since he
argues that it is in virtue of this thesis one acquires permanent, bequeathable rights in
all that which one has mixed with one's labor. In fact, Nozick adheres to an extremely
powerful form of the thesis of self ownership, one which holds not only that one
acquires permanent rights in the fruits of one's labor, but also that it is morally
impermissible for society to abridge those rights. Roemer denies the strong forms of
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the thesis of self-ownership, but is as least willing to concede that individuals do have
some rights in the talents that they "own." In his analysis, he attempts to model a
minimal version of self-ownership, while at the same time preserving joint ownership
of the external world.

Much of this work is carried out in Moulin and Roemer (1989), where the
two attempt to use axiomatic methods to model a world in which two agents share a
productive technology. The technology requires one input -- labor. However, the two
individuals have different skill levels, a fact which ensures that fer a given amount of
labor input the technology is more productive when operated by the higher skilled
worker. Moulin and Roemer postulate four axioms that should govern the behavior of
the mechanisms which allocate labor shares and distribute goods.”" Using the
axiomatic method, they prove that the only mechanism which meets these four criteria
is the egalitarian mechanism, which equalizes the utility levels of the agents at the
highest possible level. (Moulin and Roemer 1989, p. 355; Roemer, in press, Chapter 6,
p- 12) They also show that as various axioms are dropped, alternative distribution
mechanisms become permissible. (Moulin and Roemer 1989, pp. 358-59) Finally,
Roemer claims elsewhere that any attempt to strengthen the self-ownership postulate
such that the more highly skilled agent receives strictly more output than the lower
skill agent creates an impossibility result, thus showing that strong self-ownership is
incompatible with the ethical requirements of technological monotonicity and the
protection of the low skill agent. (Roemer, in press, Chapter 6, p. 14)

This work shows that at a very fundamental level joint ownership and self-
ownership conflict with one another. If, as Moulin and Roemer have argued, the

71 : ;
Moulin and Roemer's axioms are as follows:

Pareto optimality - All acceptable mechanisms should select a Pareto optimal
distribution. (Moulin and Roemer 1989, p. 353)

Technological monotonicity - If two worlds are identical, save for the productivity of the

technology, then neither agent should be rendered worse off in the world with the

more productive technology or rendered better of in the world with the less productive

technology. (Moulin and Roemer 1989, p. 3253)

Limited self-ownership - The more highly skilled agent should always be rendered at
least as well off as the less highly skilled agent. (Moulin and Roemer 1989, p. 354)

Protection of low skill - For a given skill level, an agent should never be worse off in
a world with a higher skilled agent than he would be in a world with a lower
skilled agent. (Moulin and Roemer 1989, p. 354)

It is not my intention to debate the appropriateness of the axioms which they have
chosen to model the problem. Rather, I wish to survey the general method which they
use to reach their conclusions. For a discussion of the motivations behind these
axioms, the interested reader is referred to their (1989) article.
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axioms of technological monotonicity and protection of low skill adequately capture
minimal ethical features of joint ownership, then large degrees of inequality will not be
permissible. Moreover, if one attempts to strengthen the axiom of self-ownership in
order to express the idea that the more highly skilled agent is able to benefit in virtue
of his higher skill, then self-ownership is inconsistent with joint ownership. Together
these two results highlight the incommensurability of the thesis of self-ownership and
the joint ownership of the external world.

- One must be careful, though, in citing this result against Nozick's political
theory, for he may respond by claiming that the inconsistency of strong self-ownership
and the ethical mandates of joint ownership is evidence that joint ownership is an
unattractive characterization of the natural world. After all, Nozick is primarily
concerned with the rights of individuals. He is highly critical of any attempt to
abridge these rights. The inconsistency which Moulin and Roemer uncover between
self-ownership and joint ownership is, for Nozick, the ultimate reductio ad absurdum
of the claim that the natural world is jointly owned. On the other hand, for thinkers
like Roemer and Cohen, the egalitarian distribution which results from this
characterization is a strong argument in favor of this characterization of the natural
world. The difference of opinion between the two sides can only be resolved by
appealing to normative premises and systems of valuation that are independent of the
characterization of property rights in the natural world. Thus, while Moulin and
Roemer's work may not necessarily establish that joint ownership is the proper
characterization of the natural world, it at the very least brings clearly into focus the
deep inconsistencies between the thesis of self-ownership and joint ownership of the
natural world. This has in turn contributed to a better understanding of the nature of
the disagreement between Nozick's libertarian political philosophy and the egalitarian
alternatives of Roemer and Cohen.

Roemer also takes a second approach towards modeling the requirements of
joint ownership and self-ownership. In the axiomatic characterization of the problem,
it was shown that joint ownership and self-ownership were incompatible, given the
ethical requirements of technological monotonicity and protection of the low skilled.
However, one can also investigate the question of the compatibility of these two theses
without recourse to axiomatic characterizations. This approach is taken in Roemer and
Silvestre (1993) and Roemer (in press). In these works, the authors attempt to adhere
to the Lockean proviso concerning the appropriation of scarce natural resources while
at the same time preserving the attractive features of self-ownership.72 The

"2Thé¢ Lockean proviso is not the same as Nozick's principle of acquisition. Nozick's
principle of acquisition says that individuals may appropriate scarce resources
whenever doing so would make no one else worse off than they would have been had
the resource remained unowned. The Lockean proviso states that an individual may
only appropriate scarce natural resources when doing so would leave "enough and as
good in common for others." As Roemer notes, "Nozick's proviso countenances 'first
come, first served' while Locke's does not." (Roemer, in press, Chapter 6, p. 5)
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mechanisms discovered through this compromise might potentially be attractive
candidates for the implementation of joint ownership if they maintain some degree of
balance between the thesis of self-ownership and certain-ethical mandates of joint
ownership other than those put forth in Moulin and Roemer (1989).73

In his investigation into the question of whether or not such mechanisms
exist, Roemer (in press) first outlines the type of economic environment that he will
explore. He constructs a typical economic environment in which a group of agents
must decide the optimal levels they each should work a commonly owned technology.
In this particular example the agents are all fishers, and together they must agree on
the proper usage of a lake that they own in common. Roemer observes that in the case
of increasing or constant returns to scale no problems arise from the common
ownership of the lake, due to the absence of negative externalities. He calls the
solution obtained under this arrangement the Lockean solution to the distribution of
shares in the lake. (Roemer, in press, Chapter 6, p. 15) The Lockean solution, though,
is not desirable in the case of decreasing returns to scale, because each fisher imposes a
negative externality on the other fishers who fish they lake. Under these conditions,
the Lockean solution is inefficient, and cooperation among the fishers would induce a
Pareto improving reallocation of labor and output shares. (Ibid., Chapter 6, pp. 15-18)

There are a variety of mechanisms that distribute labor and output shares that
Pareto dominate the shares obtained under the common ownership equilibrium. These
mechanisms generalize the Lockean solution in a way which preserves the notion that
each fisher is the owner of her own labor while at the same time recognizing the fact
that a cooperative agreement must be reached if the lake is to be utilized efficiently.
Roemer discusses four such mechanisms: 1) the Nash dominator solution, 2) the equal
benefits mechanism, 3) the proportional solution, and 4) the constant returns
equivalent solution.”*

The Nash dominator solution privatizes the lake and distributes shares
among the fishers based on their proportional labor contributions under the common
ownership solution. (Ibid., Chapter 6, p. 18) The equal benefits solution is much the
same. The lake is privatized; however, each fisher receives an equal share in the firm
which is created. (Ibid., Chapter 6, p. 19-20) Under the proportional solution the lake
is once again privatized, only this time shares are distributed according to each fisher's
proportion of the overall efficiency units of labor expended. In other words, those

73Obviously any such mechanisms will not simultaneously satisfy the axioms of Pareto
efficiency, technological monotonicity, limited self ownership,.and protection of the
low skill; however, they may, nonetheless strike some type of balance between the
requirements of self ownership and joint ownership and thus be attractive.

™ Although Roemer and Silvestre do not present axiomatic characterizations of the
generalizations of the Lockean solution, Moulin (1990) has. It is not my intention to
delve into the axiomatic characterization of these axioms, so those who are interested
may consult Moulin's article.
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fishers who contribute more in labor efficiency units will receive proportionally more
than those who contribute less. (Ibid., Chapter 6, pp. 20-21) Finally, there is the
constant returns equivalent solution, which assigns shares so as to insure that the
utility of each fisher is equal to the utility that the fisher would enjoy in a certain linear
economy. (Ibid., Chapter 6, p. 23) Roemer is careful to point out that his discussion
of the mechanisms which generalize the Lockean solution is not an argument to the
effect that they are "candidates for ways of implementing joint ownership of the
external world in conjunction with private ownership of labor" (Ibid., Chapter 6, p.
23). However, from the discussion it is clear that they are intended to combat Nozick's
assertion that the natural world is best thought of as unowned prior to the
establishment of property rights.

These mechanisms all preserve the concept of self-ownership while at the
same time implementing some type of joint ownership of the natural world. They do
not preserve the same type of joint ownership outlined in Moulin and Roemer (1989).
However, there is no canonical definition of joint ownership, so theorists have a great
deal of latitude in tailoring the concept as they see fit. It would, I think, be a mistake
to attempt to outline the necessary and sufficient conditions for joint ownership, given
the multiplicity of interpretations of the concept. Thus, the results of Moulin and
Roemer (1989) do not necessarily contradict those of Roemer (in press) and Roemer
and Silvestre (1993). If anything, I think that these two sets of competing results show
that there may be some way to reconcile self-ownership with the joint ownership of the
external world.

The Strengths and Weaknesses of the Axiomatic Approach to Distributive Justice

As a tool for analyzing the philosophical treatment of distributive justice, the
axiomatic method has both strengths and weaknesses. The strengths of the method
center around its ability to isolate the core features of a particular theory, then examine
the consequences of those features. The axiomatic method has the potential to reveal
inconsistencies in political philosophies which otherwise might not have been easily
discovered. Similarly, the method may enable theorists to better understand how and
why one particular political philosophy conflicts with another. Finally, on a practical
note, the axiomatic method may provide insights into the feasibility of the
implementation of a particular social and economic system. The axiomatic method is
able to accomplish these things because it is based on a set of analytical tools which
provide the rigor and generality to solve abstract problems concerning the social and
economic interaction of many autonomous agents.

That is not to say that the axiomatic method is without its drawbacks. AsI
have noted before, the axiomatic method carries with it no philosophical
presuppositions. Normative issues may only be injected into the axiomatic method
through the appropriate construction of the axioms which characterize a given
problem. In its purely mathematical form, the axiomatic method is a positive method
of analysis. It is only by interpreting a set of axioms as containing ethical content that
one can begin to make normative judgments about a particular situation. The analytic
tools of the axiomatic method are no substitute for normative ideals. Furthermore, the
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axiomatic method, almost by necessity, is informationally impoverished, since it is
extremely difficult to take into consideration all the relevant ethical information
without generating an impossibility result. These weaknesses strongly suggest that the
axiomatic method will not one day supplant traditional political philosophy. Instead,
it suggests that the axiomatic method is an analytical tool that, when used properly,
may work with political philosophy to answer difficult questions concerning the nature
of distributive justice.

The Strengths of the Axiomatic Method

Much of the relevance of the axiomatic method to contemporary political
philosophy comes from the recent focus on distributive justice. Since Rawls, Anglo-
American political philosophy has focused almost exclusively on the just distribution
of resources in a society. Economics is well positioned to contribute to the discussion
on how to best allocate resources in a particular society. Where economics fails,
though, is in its ability to select the proper goals and ends of society. These normative
ideals stand independent of the positive methodology of economics. As a branch of
economics, axiomatic theory possesses many positive tools of analysis; however, the
virtue of the axiomatic method is that its axioms may often be interpreted as having
ethical content. Once these axioms are well-defined, one may determine both their
consistency and the types of allocations they permit. It is in this way that the
axiomatic method may contribute to political philosophy, for the philosophical
intuitions captured by a given system will be discarded if they are either inconsistent
or the allocations they prescribe do not follow from the content of the theory.

In his discussion of Rawls, Roemer illustrates how the axiomatic method
may be used to uncover internal inconsistencies and flawed arguments. Roemer
develops a rudimentary economic model designed to illustrate the inconsistencies of
Rawls' claims that there exists an objective index of primary and that his theory is non-
welfarist. Indeed, with this very simple model Roemer is able to elegantly
demonstrate that one of the integral parts of Rawls' theory, the objective index of
primary goods, is an impossibility.

Roemer also demonstrates that one of Rawls' arguments in favor of the
maximin distribution of goods is seriously flawed. In order to coherently argue in
favor of the maximin distribution, Rawls must assume that individuals in the original
position are extremely risk averse. As Roemer points out, this assumption runs
counter to all economic presuppositions concerning the nature of rationality. It does
not follow from Rawls' argument that the rational individual in the original position
will agree to the maximin allocation. There may be other good arguments in favor of
maximin; however, the argument from the original position is not one of them.

Roemer's discussion of Rawls does not explicitly rely on the tools of
axiomatic theory. It borrows concepts from axiomatic theory and bases its criticisms
on insights gleaned from rudimentary economic models. This isin contrast to his
discussion of Nozick. Here Roemer is much more explicit in his reliance on the
axiomatic method. Following Cohen, he characterizes the appropriate Lockean
baseline as joint ownership of the external world. He posits four seemingly innocuous
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axioms which capture some characteristics of joint ownership and self-ownership. He
then demonstrates how there is a direct conflict between the concept of self-ownership
and the concept of joint ownership. While the result may be appropriated by either a
proponent or an opponent of joint ownership, the result does help expose the depth of
the disagreement between the libertarian emphasis on rights and the egalitarian
emphasis on equality. Roemer's formulation of the problem, though it is based on
Cohen's original criticism, contributes to the debate by showing just how little room
exists for compromise between these two opposing traditions.

Roemer attempts to negotiate a partial compromise between the two
traditions in his exploration of the potential for a generalization of the Lockean
solution. This work generally confirms the intuitions of his axiomatic work on
Nozick's theory. However, by ignoring axiomatic characterizations and instead
focusing on mechanisms that implement a particular type of solution, Roemer is able
to preserve some degree of self-ownership while at the same time forbidding the high
degree of inequality which is tacitly endorsed by Nozick's political philosophy.
Roemer explicitly cautions against interpreting his results as arguments in favor of the
implementation of any particular type of joint ownership of the external world.
Nevertheless, he leaves open the possibility that the mechanisms which he uncovers
may one day prove to be effective means of implementing a form of joint ownership
that would preserve the concept of self-ownership and equalize resources to a higher
degree than currently exists.

These four examples illustrate the potential of the axiomatic approach. In
his treatment of Rawls, Roemer shows how concepts from axiomatic theory may help
uncover internal inconsistencies in political philosophies. He also reveals how a
conclusion that prima facie appears to follow directly from the argument actually relies
on a series of implicit premises that, when explicitly stated, may be neither plausible
nor desirable. Furthermore, in his discussion of Nozick, Roemer highlights the deep
inconsistencies between Nozick's theory and that of his critic, Cohen. This discussion
is helpful because it shows just how difficult it may prove to be to adjudicate the
conflict between the two. Finally, in an effort to reach a compromise between these
two opposing viewpoints, Roemer explores several mechanisms that could possibly
implement a 'society' which displays some degree of both self-ownership and joint
ownership.

By and large, the methodology of philosophy is designed to accomplish
these same tasks. Philosophical analysis focuses primarily on the reconstruction of
arguments and analysis of their soundness and validity. The dialectical method of
philosophical argumentation is intended to bring out the important points of
disagreement between two opposing positions in order to better understand the
differences between those positions and the potential for a resolution. While the
philosophical method does not always dwell in practical concerns, I believe that there
certainly is room in political philosophy for a better understanding of the feasibility of
the institutions which it designs. The resonance between the methodology of
philosophy and the axiomatic methodology indicates that the axiomatic method could
prove to be a useful analytic tool for the political philosopher. Roemer's recent work
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proves that such a synthesis, if done correctly, may be beneficial to both disciplines
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distributive justice. First of all, axiomatic theory can not study distributive justice
unless theorists choose to interpret its axioms ethically, rather than mathematically.
Furthermore, it may only capture those underlying ethical intuitions that are easily cast
in the language of axiomatic theory. It is not always obvious that this language allows
a theorist to take into consideration all that a comprehensive theory of justice requires.
Finally, though it has contributed to the analysis of political theories, axiomatic theory
has not proven useful in the synthesis of its own comprehensive theory of justice. Part
of this may be attributable to its relative youth and the extremely slow and difficult
process of knowledge construction. However, I believe that a certain degree of the
inability of axiomatic theory to contribute a theory of justice is related to the first
criticism -- that axiomatic theory is an analytical tool, not a substitute for normative
theory construction.

Axiomatic theory is not an inherently normative endeavor. It falls
somewhere between positive and normative theory because the mathematical tools
which it utilizes may be appropriated for either positive or normative studies.”® The
axioms that the theory uses to characterize distribution problems are generally thought
to be normative; however, the normativity is essentially interpretative -- that is, the
ethical component must be superimposed by a theorist who decides to interpret the
axioms normatively, as well as mathematically. Consider Moulin and Roemer's
solution to the conflict of self-ownership and joint ownership. Strictly speaking, they
discover a function which equalizes the resources distributed to each individuals. To
interpret that mechanism, though, as an egalitarian distribution carries with it a great
deal of ideological baggage which is not contained in the mathematics of the problem.

Similarly, in the mathematical formulations of the various axioms, there is
nothing explicit in the language of the axioms which would reveal an ethical
interpretation. Take, for instance, the technological monotonicity axiom discussed
earlier. The mathematical formulation of the axiom is as follows:

Technological Monotonicity (TM) - Let e = <y, f, sl, 52>, e = <u, f, sl, 52>, and sl-
>s2. Then u(Fl(e)) > u(Fl(e*)). (Roemer, in press, Chapter 6, p. 11)

This mathematical statement does not contain any intrinsic normative content
exception insofar as one is willing to interpret the mathematical statement within a
greater context. Once meanings are assigned to the various elements of the language
and the operators that connect the elements are defined, the sentence may be said to
have meaning. Even then, though, I am not convinced that the sentence may be said to
have ethical meaning, for to say that is to invoke certain normative standards which

78 Axiomatic theory, though used towards both positive and normative ends, is perhaps
best thought of as what Maskin (1994) calls conceptual theory. That is, the "work that
describes the world neither as it is nor as it should be but instead provides us with a set
of tools that enable us to answer both positive and normative questions" (Maskin

1994, p. 187).
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for otherwise it would generally be in more able individual's interest not to use (or
reveal) his entire endowment of skill. (Roemer, in press, Chapter 6, p. 11)

Roemer shows that if one tries to modify this concept of self-ownership so that the
more highly skilled agent definitely receives more than the lower skilled agent, then an
impossibility theorem results.

Moulin and Roemer's axiomatic characterization of self-ownership must be
kept to a bare minimum if they are to obtain any useful results. This is the case with
much of the field of axiomatic theory. Since the publication of Arrow's (1951)
seminal text, a variety of impossibility results have been published which seem to
indicate that as one begins to increase the ethical complexity of an axiomatic
characterization, the axioms have a tendency to conflict with one another. These
negative results show the extreme difficulty that axiomatic theory has in contributing
to the positive construction of a theory of justice. Ethical characterizations must be
kept relatively simple if results are to be obtained; however, one would like to hope
that as the field develops, the discipline could begin to incorporate richer ethical

axioms than the rudimentary postulates that are now used.

This latter observation brings me to my final point. There has been little
evidence to date that axiomatic theory shall ever supplant political philosophy as the
dominant methodology for the study of justice. Axiomatic theory has made advances
along several fronts. It has illustrated techniques for ascertaining the consistency and
legitimacy of the arguments in favor of a political philosophy. It has provided clues
about how to perhaps implement certain institutions espoused by various theories. It
has also deepened our understanding of the requirements of justice and alerted us to
the fact that a robust, comprehensive theory of justice may not be the nice, tidy,
unified theory which has been sought in the past. However, these advances cannot
obscure the inability of axiomatic theory to construct a positive theory of justice. I

believe that this inability is linked to the fact that axiomatic theory may only make its
ethical characterizations in light of an external system of valuation which assigns
ethical meaning to the sentences of the theory. I also think that the inherent ambiguity
in the concept of justice contributes to the problem, for it is exceedingly difficult to
define what we think just justice consists in. This exacerbates the already difficult
problem of translating the language of ethics into the language of mathematics.
Despite these difficulties with the axiomatic method, I am convinced that the
method shall prove extremely useful in the study of justice. It may not supplant
political philosophy. Similarly, it might never be able to construct a positive theory of
justice without building upon an extant political philosophy. In conjunction with
political philosophy, though, the axiomatic method has proven extremely useful. The
axiomatic method is not intrinsically normative, but with the proper amount of
philosophical reflection and synthesis it becomes a powerful tool in the study of social
institutions and the phenomenon of justice. I believe that the future development of
the axiomatic study of justice should be carried out with this end in mind.

Conclusion
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Economics and philosophy are strange bedfellows, yet there is a natural
connection between the two. Contemporary political philosophy has demonstrated an

intuitions concerning a "just" distribution, axiomatic theory can explore the
consistency and coherence of contemporary political philosophies. John Roemer takes
Just this approach in his forthcoming work, Theories of Distributive Justice.

Roemer's work is an excellent example of the insights that might be gleaned
through the constructive interaction of philosophy and economics, *° However, there
are limitations to the axiomatic method to political philosophy that he has helped
pioneer. Axiomatic theory is powerless to assign ethical content to any of its

I find this latter observation to be one of the virtues of axiomatic theory,
rather than one of jts weaknesses. As an independent discipline, axiomatic theory

*Roemer is certainly not the first economist to be concerned with philosophical issues;
nor, if one were to consider him a type of political philosopher, would he be the first to

recent mathematical innovation. It is this form of interaction that has been the subject
of this paper, and for this reason I must qualify my praise for his work.
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