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1. Introduction

Traditionally, social and material differences are discussed with reference to dimensions
such as social class, gender and ethnic origin. Generation or age has been proposed as
an additional useful indicator of material inequalities. | will argue that just like it is
legitimate to investigate material inequalities between social classes, men and women,
and between ethnic groups, it is also legitimate to ask about material inequalities
between children and other age- or generational groups.

For decades statistical offices have accounted for relative poverty in different
age groups, and several empirical studies have taught us that there are age-related
differences in the distribution of income (Kangas 2000; Esping-Andersen and Sarasa
2002; Jensen et al. 2004; Chen and Corak 2005; Unicef 2005). Statistical offices have
also presented data on age-related public spending, and quite a few researchers have
stressed the importance of evaluating public spending to the elderly and families with
children (Preston 1984; Thomson 1991; 1996 Sgritta 1995; 1996; Lynch 2004). There
are those who argue that equalizing the family burden is an important social task, since
children have become pure financial outlay to their parents with modernity (Mackenroth
1952 in Jensen and Qvortrup 2002; Krisselberg 1987; Folbre 1994; Esping-Andersen
and Sarasa 2002).

In this thesis | address the question of distributive justice between age groups or
generations. My thesis is theoretically informed by a synchronic generation perspective,
and this perspective aims at comparing the material welfare of children, adults and the
elderly. It is only rather recently that generational variations have been theorized about.
The synchronic generation perspective is still used in empirical research and theorized
by a number of scholars. Perhaps the most famous is Preston (1984), whose presidential
address to the convention of American demographers in 1984 is considered seminal (see
also Krisselberg 1987; Thomson 1996; Qvortrup 2003; Olk and Wintersberger 2007).



The empirical part of this thesis explores material differences between children,
adults and the elderly. Based on earlier research (Preston 1984; Sgritta 1995; Thomson
1996; Kangas 2000; Esping-Andersen and Sarasa 2002; Jensen et al. 2004; Chen and
Corak 2005), | have decided to discuss material welfare differences between the chosen
groups in terms of public transfers and disposable income in 16 European countries.

The research questions are presented later in this Introduction, but first 1 will
outline some of my aims: a) to explore the development in public spending on the
elderly and on family and child benefits in the last few decades; b) to provide possible
explanations of welfare state differences in public spending on the elderly and families
with children; ¢) to explore cross-country differences with regard to inequality and
poverty rates for children, adults and old people; and d) to provide possible explanations
of cross-country differences on inequality and poverty rates.

I now give a short presentation of the two important concepts used in the title of

the thesis: Generation and distributive justice.

1.1 A synchronic generation approach

The thesis is theoretically informed by social studies of childhood." Such studies discuss
children’s life conditions here and now, i.e. while they are children, and compares
children’s life conditions with other groups that correspond conceptually; age groups or
generations (Qvortrup et al. eds. 1994; Corsaro 1997; James et al. 1998).

One pillar in social studies of childhood is the agency approach. It does not
make sense for me to use this approach when I am exploring children’s relative material
welfare. Even if it is true that children are agents and actors in a variety of settings, it is
also true that children’s material welfare is dependent on their parent’s position in the
distribution of income and wealth and how their parents make use of the household
income (Bojer 1993).

The other pillar in social studies of childhood is the structural approach. This
approach is the one | have chosen for this thesis. The structural approach to childhood is
distinguished by the level of analysis (society instead of the individual) and its

! Some scholars have a preference for the term “the new sociology of childhood”.



perception of childhood as a social category or permanent structure in society (whilst
the individual child develops towards adulthood). The structural approach suggests that
economic, social, political and cultural parameters are largely determining children’s
welfare, and the structural approach aims at comparing children, adults and the elderly
on different dimensions. The assumption is; even if children, adults and the elderly are
exposed to the same economic, social, political and cultural parameters, it can be
supposed that different age groups or generations are not impacted by these external
parameters to the same extent - whether positively or negatively.

There are several approaches to the study of generational relations. A diachronic
approach will follow an age group or a cohort over time as they pass through various
age stages. In principle one may compare different cohorts, i.e. age groups born at
different periods. Diachronic generation approaches are legitimate, but they suggest that
childhood experiences are of primary interest when employed to understand adult
outcomes. This is important, but it is not my intention.

The synchronic generation approach is another legitimate perspective. A
synchronic approach compares contemporaries. The aim is to explore the material
welfare of contemporary age groups or generations, for instance childhood compared
with adulthood or old age. Eurostat, OECD and LIS (Luxembourg Income Studies)
have for many years employed the synchronic approach for income data. The sustained
interest in comparing the material welfare of children, adults and those in old age is
caused by the way the synchronic generation perspective is valuable in addressing
significant challenges. One challenge with much political interest is relative poverty;
especially child poverty and old age poverty. Another challenge is ageing societies. The
challenge of ageing societies is coming more and more to the fore, as larger shares of
public budgets have to be earmarked a growing elderly population. I am not suggesting
that adults or old people are less child-friendly than before, but changing societies imply
changing configurations of interests.

When dimensions like social class or ethnicity are used in investigations of
material inequalities, children as a group are divided. When material inequalities are
explored through the synchronic generation approach, children are seen as one group
and compared to other age- or generational groups. The important challenges mentioned

above (ageing societies and child poverty), emphasize the importance of exploring if



children are fairly treated in material terms, meaning whether they are thought of in
terms of distributive justice between generations.

The notions age group and generation group have been used at the same time. It
is, however, important to be aware that there is a difference when referring to age
groups and generation groups. To talk about the age group above 65 years is something
else than talking about the elderly as those who have retired. The latter group is most
likely to be much larger than the former, but more importantly; it is given a substantive
definition, which is more robust to changing societal circumstances. A group defined
merely in terms of age brackets would be called an age group whereas a group of retired
elderly could be called a generation group. Likewise, a substantive definition of
childhood as a generation group could be to define “children” as all those who have not
left the obligatory educational regime. Legally, according to the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child, “children” includes all individuals up to age 18,
whilst statistical data on children are given in the age bracket less than 16 years (0-15).
Stating age limits between 0 and 15 years statistically or 0 to 17 years in legal terms,
would render children merely as an age group.’

In this thesis, age groups and the generation groups more or less coincide and
may thus conveniently be used interchangeably. My preference for generation must
therefore be seen in the light of, for instance, historical comparisons where age groups
and generational groups do not coincide. Children in the age bracket 0 to 15 years
remain in this age bracket irrespective of time and space. However, to talk about
childhood as a generation group in terms of school leaving age would make childhood
longer than hundred years ago (e.g. 14 years compared with 17 years), whilst to talk in
terms of voting age, childhood would have become shorter. In other words:
Theoretically generation is preferred whereas age is too precise (Qvortrup 2003), but for
practical and empirical purposes age is to be preferred - in particular when used for

countries of approximately similar development.

2 There are no universal accepted definitions of terms like “the old” and “children”. In the case of
children, Boyden and Levison (2000) note that even though the United Nations Convention is a policy
standard, it departs from social definitions in many parts of the world.



1.2 Distributive justice

Having discussed generation, | now turn to the second concept used in the title of this
thesis: Distributive justice. The term “justice” has been a favoured theme of research
and philosophy for more than 2000 years. Even in the wealthiest societies distributive
justice will be on the agenda since there is a limited amount of resources. The
popularity of distributive justice is related to the importance of justice to nearly all
aspects of life. Even if people have a hard time agreeing on the meaning of justice, most
people agree that “a society characterized by injustice would be especially
blameworthy” (Barry 2000: 138). Distributive justice is associated with problems
concerning the appropriate distribution of societal goods, such as wealth, income,
education, civil and political rights, and opportunities.

For a long time it was claimed that science should restrict itself to analyse the
world as it actually was and not as it should or could be. For this reason, the term
distributive justice did not attract too many scholars. This situation changed with John
Rawls’s seminal analysis A Theory of Justice from 1972 (Bojer 1997). His theory of
justice-as-fairness provided a link between philosophy and policy recommendations,
and generated a substantial critical industry. In attempts to explain why Rawls" book
became so monumental, Johannessen (2003) and Barry (2000) point to the impressive
arguments made by the author and historical occurrences that actualized questions of
justice, such as the Vietnam War, overwhelming impressions of poverty from Africa
and the third world, racial conflicts in the US, and student riots.

Distributive justice is a contested concept as long as there is disagreement on
what is to be shared fairly, to whom, and on what basis. In this thesis distributive justice
is explored in some of the top ranking nations according to the United Nations Index of
Human Development. In these rich countries, EU-15 and Norway, there is a moderate
shortage of goods and not all inhabitants are provided with the opportunities to live a

decent life in comparison to the wealthy majority.® The good centred on is disposable

% | would think that the choice of societies to examine, to a large degree determines how to discuss
distributive justice. On a worldwide scale we would probably discuss facts such as 1.2 billion people live
on less than a $1 a day, 800 million people suffer from hunger and malnutrition, and the poorest 20 per
cent of all people have only 2 per cent of the income (Boulle and Newton 2005; United Nations 2005b). If
our approach were to contrast the situation in developed and developing countries, we would work with
such issues as the fact that the richest 20 per cent of the countries control 86 per cent of the resources,
whilst about 1 per cent of the resources are shared among the poorest 20 per cent of countries (ibid.); or



income and how it is spread among different age groups or generations. Distributions of
income are evaluated by three allocation principles; equality (low levels of inequality);
the difference principle (poverty rates); and equal opportunity (focus on poor children).
My empirical comparisons will investigate whether there are any clear cross-
country differences on income distributions and public transfers. Here, my main
predictor of cross-country differences is a modified version of welfare typologies
(Esping-Andersen 1990; Ferrera 1996), as well as other predictors like economic

performance and the population structure.

1.3 Research questions

In the empirical part of the thesis | perform a comparison of material welfare in terms of

family income and public transfers. The research questions are:

1. Has there been a pattern of growth in old-age benefits in combination with a
decline in spending on family and child benefits?

2. Why do welfare states differ with regard to the sizes spent on old-age benefits and
family and child benefits?

3. How is age-related public spending linked to the challenge of ageing societies?

4. Are there cross-country differences with regard to inequality and poverty rates for
the population as a whole and between age groups (children, adults and old
people)?

5. Why are there cross-country differences with regard to the median position and
poverty rates for children and the elderly?

6. What household features characterize children living at risk of poverty?

Research questions 1-3 are about age-related public spending. Since the 1970s, several
researchers have explored age-related public spending. Preston (1984), Thomson (1991,
1996), Sgritta (1995), Esping-Andersen and Sarasa (2002) and Lynch (2004) discuss
contrary paths in public spending on the old and the young. They claim that the
contemporary welfare states extend fewer benefits to young people and much more to
the elderly than they did in the post-war period. Based on former research it is likely to
assume that there has been a huge growth on old-age related public expenditures, and

also that this is related with less spending on families with children.

we could centre on comparing the situation between or within those groups of countries ranked by the
United Nations as high, medium or low on Human Development.



The first research question - Has there been a pattern of growth in old-age
benefits in combination with a decline in spending on family and child benefits? — is
answered by exploring the size of old-age benefits and family and child benefits from
the 1980s and onwards.

Across the 16 countries examined, the generosity of social programmes like
“Benefits for families and children” and “Old-age benefits” vary significantly. The next
task is to understand what causes such differences between welfare states.

In analysing the second research question - Why do welfare states differ with
regard to spending on old-age benefits and family and child benefits? — | use
multivariate linear regression. My most important predictor is the “regime typology”.
This model is a modified version of Esping-Andersens model (1990) that includes the
Southern European countries (Ferrera 1996). The expectations are that the regime
clusters act differently in their public spending on child families and the old, since they
have dissimilar aims with their social policy and are based on different “traditions of
welfare”. Other predictors are economic performance and the age structure.

Ageing societies is one of the chief reasons why the question of distributive
justice between age groups or generations has gained relevance. Some scholars have
argued in favour of more spending on the young, since such expenditures are a
combination of consumption and investment, while expenditures on the elderly are
mainly for consumption.*

I do not attempt to fully answer the third research question — How is age-related
public spending linked to the challenge of ageing societies? — rather | give some
examples. My first point is to investigate the determinants of the present age structure
and future trends (birth rates, life expectancy and migration). Through multivariate
analyses, controlling for other predictors, | explore the possible impact of the size of
family and child benefits on birth rates. Second, I look into the possible impact of the
age structure on to age-related public spending. The last point is to show that some of
the mentioned policy responses to ageing societies are of relevance to the issue of age-
related spending.

* Preston (1984) argues in favour of changing the mix of public and private childrearing responsibilities if
we care about our collective future. Esping-Andersen and Sarasa (2002) argue that social investments in
children now will have strong and positive secondary effects in terms economic prosperity. They propose
that welfare states should compensate children and their families through redistribution, in order to reduce
the demographic imbalance and improve the future productivity of workers.



Research questions 4-6 are about distributions of disposable income across age
groups and across countries. Based on Rawls (1999), | argue that the well-ordered
society displays; a) low levels of total inequality, b) low levels of inequalities between
children, adults and old people, c) low levels of total poverty, and d) low poverty rates
for children, adults and old people.

The point of the fourth research question - Are there cross-country differences
with regard to inequality and poverty rates for the population as a whole and between
age groups (children, adults and old people)? — is to discuss age-related differences in
the distribution of income. | start by investigating the overall level of inequality (Gini
Coefficient) and poverty (below 60 per cent of income), and then examine the relative
median position (in the income distribution) and poverty rates of children, adults and
old aged people. This investigation is similar to many other empirical studies mentioned
earlier, and the assessment of the first question shows that there are clear diversities
across countries with regard to child poverty and old age poverty.

In the fifth research question — Why are there cross-country differences with
regard to the median position and poverty rates for children and the elderly? — I try to
understand differences in the relative median position and poverty rates of children and
the elderly, i.e. the relative median income and income poverty rates of old people and
children after a calculation of household incomes by using equivalence scales. In order
to explain cross-country differences, I perform four multivariate regression analyses.
Important predictors are the regime typology, economic performance, the population
structure, and public transfers.

The sixth and final research question is based on the allocation principle of equal
opportunity. It says: What household features characterize children living at risk of
poverty? There are three reasons for providing some insight on this matter. First, my
intention has been to pay particular attention to children’s material welfare. Second,
equal opportunity is an important allocation principle among theorists like Rawls, Sen
and Dworkin. Third, providing equal opportunities for children is central both in terms
of children’s life experiences in the present and their future prospects.”

> The harm of childhood poverty is magnified by its impact on a wide range of aspects of children’s lives,
such as housing, health, education, family relationships, and peer relationships (HM Treasury 2001: V).
Hinrichs (2000) focus more on the productivity of future workers. He argues that if not something is not
done to reduce the present child poverty rates, an increased number of adults (that were poor as children)
will prove unable to contribute sufficiently to the well being of the increasingly childless future elderly.



1.4 Empirical shortcoming

In order to perform empirical analyses of the material welfare of children, adults and the
elderly, there are a number of “challenges” to be faced. Such challenges are to be
explored in Chapter 3 on Methods, but I will emphasize one shortcoming in particular:
The synchronic generation approach demands that I refer to children as a distinct group,
but empirically this is not always possible given the available data.

The problem is most easily seen in my exploration of age-related public
spending. The target of social transfers is the household head (mother and/or father),
and the statistics used do not allow me to perform direct comparisons of public
spending on children and old people. My empirical examination of age-related public
spending informs about social benefits to families with children and old-age benefits,
and in so much it can only inform about the position and importance of the elderly
compared to families with children (in social transfers).

Most children are not income-generating individuals, and children have for the
most part been overlooked in economic research and its discourses (Boyden and
Levison 2000). Children’s material welfare is closely connected with their parents’
welfare. Even though children’s material welfare depends on their parents’ income and
wealth, the national statistical bureaus, Eurostat and LIS regularly produce statistics on
poverty rates and median position (relative median income) for different age groups.
Comparisons of poverty rates for different age groups are possible by the use of
equivalence scales. Data on income are gathered at the household level, and then split to
the individual by such scales. This operation enables us to compare the situation of
children, adults and the elderly, although the results are heavily influenced on the choice
of equivalence scale (see Chapter 3).

I can refer to children as a distinct group when examining income distributions,
but not when examining public transfers. The empirical analysis of income distributions
(Chapter 5) show some of the benefits of the synchronic generation approach, but there
is a need for awareness that there are differences within the generation groups as
defined. These are questions that go beyond the synchronic generation perspective.
Nevertheless, in the last research question I will focus on what characterises children

living at the risk of poverty.



1.5 Thesis structure

Including the Introduction, my thesis is divided in five chapters.

Chapter 2 has three purposes. The first is to review a variety of theories of
distributive justice and distinguish between allocation principles. The starting point is
ideas offered by Plato and Aristotle; in the main section | give a longer review of John
Rawls; and | consider some of the criticism directed at Rawls’ theory. The second
purpose is to present the synchronic generation approach (Qvortrup 1987; 1999; 2003;
Wintersberger 2005; Alanen 2007; Olk and Wintersberger 2007) and its aim of
comparing co-existing age groups or generation groups. Other approaches to generation
are also presented; the life phase approach (Woolfolk 2004), Elder’s (1999) life course
studies and cohort approaches (Ryder 1965; Thomson 1991; 1996).

The last purpose is to present arguments in favour of including children in
theories of distributive justice. The problem is this: The important theories of
distributive justice only deal with the adult part of the population, whilst the generation
concept refers to children, adults, and the old. The challenge is to produce good reasons
for including children in discussions of distributive justice, and to establish allocation
principles of relevance to cross-sectional welfare studies of generations and children.
The conclusion is that equality, the difference principle, and equal opportunity are
principles of relevance to my study.

The intention of Chapter 3 is to present methods for analysing relevant
principles of distributive justice when comparing the material welfare of children, adults
and those in old age. In the first section | pick up on the question of defining relevant
age groups or generations empirically. In sections two and three | explore “age-related”
public spending and the “disposable income” of different age groups. In the fourth
section | discuss empirical applications of equality, equal opportunity and the difference
principle. In the fifth section | present regression analysis and the set of explanatory
variables used in empirical tests. The sixth section accounts for primary and secondary
sources. In the last section | summarize the most important concerns with respect to
empirical analysis of distributive justice between age groups or generations.

In Chapters 4 and 5 standard statistics from 16 European countries are gathered
and analysed. The countries are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, the Netherlands

10



and the United Kingdom. The main point of Chapter 4 is to discuss the three research
questions related to public spending. The main point of Chapter 5 is to discuss three
research questions concerning distributions of income.

In the conclusion, Chapter 6, | offer a review of some of the evidence presented,
and discuss theoretical and empirical findings.

11



12



Part 1.
Theory and Method
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2. Distributive justice and Generation

In order to address concerns about distributive justice between generations, one must
describe and identify the terms distributive justice and generation. The purpose of
Chapter 2 is to investigate these terms.

The first section is about distributive justice. Even if there are no “absolute
standards”, patterned principles of distributive justice are often used to evaluate
distributions of resources like “quality of life”, income, wealth, and public transfers. For
modern western societies, distributive justice has two dimensions; rights and duties. At
the individual level, distributive justice is about what an individual supplies/offers and
what he or she acquires/attains. At the societal level, distributive justice refers to the
overall fairness of a society in its division of burdens/duties/contributions and rewards/
rights/needs. Some of the theorists looked into are Plato, Aristotle, Rawls and Nozick.

The second subchapter is about generation. The different meanings of generation
make it especially difficult to work with (Abrams 1970; Thomson 1996), and
intergenerational issues are discussed in extremely broad contexts (Eyerman and Turner
1998). There are different approaches to the study of generational relations, and |
distinguish between the diachronic approach (age groups/cohorts followed over time)
and the synchronic generation approach (comparing contemporaries).

The final section is about children and distributive justice. One challenge, when
comparing the material welfare of children, adults and the elderly in terms of
distributive justice, is that the important theorists/philosophers agree that arguments on
distributive justice apply strictly to adults. Bojer (1993; 2000), Kangas (2000) and
Qvortrup (1994) emphasize the importance of exploring if children are fairly treated in
material terms, and they have tried to justify the use of principles to include discussions
of children’s welfare. | give arguments on children’s right to distributive justice, and

point out allocation principles of relevance to the study of children’s material welfare.
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2.1 Theories of distributive justice

Justice is a challenging concept. In his review of modern political theory, Barry (2000)
distinguishes between procedural justice (the fair application of rules) and social justice
(the actual distribution of income, wealth and other resources). He comments that
discussions on social justice have dominated the discourse on justice, and justice is now
closely connected with the proper distribution of wealth and income. In other words,
justice was originally linked to rights and duties, but is also associated with welfare.

In exploring different perceptions of distributive justice, the opening questions
are: When should justice be demanded? Who should be responsible for the distribution
of this justice? The discipline of procedural justice finds that the requirement of justice
is satisfied if certain rules are adhered to. To the strict procedural theorist there are only
individual entitlements, but most procedural theorists accept that the state has some
responsibility for those who cannot earn an adequate income.® In principle, though, they
find it improper to use the term justice to the outcome (e.g. distribution of income).
Social justice theories do not propose sets of rules to be followed, but present allocation
principles that a society can be evaluated according to. Thus, social justice theories
require that society and the State, rather than just the actions of individuals, are
evaluated for their justice and injustice.

My focus is on social justice. Within this framework, the next set of questions
deal with the diversity of allocation principles: What should be distributed? To who
should be distributed? How much should be distributed? There are a variety of
allocation principles outlining how wealth, income, education, civil and political rights,
and opportunities should be shared among the members of a given society. Different
philosophers and their theories of distributive justice can be categorized according to
which allocation principles they emphasize and how they conceptualize the relationship
between the different principles (Scott et al. 2001). Some important principles are

equality, need, desert, contribution, entitlement, merit, efficiency, effort, due return,

® Procedural theories can be exemplified by the allegory of a fair race where nobody cheats and the best
participant wins. Most procedural theorists accept that the state has minor responsibilities, but the general
rule is that the term justice should not be used for the distribution of income (Hayek, in Barry 2000).
There are two arguments for this opinion. First, markets are unpredictable and it would be impossible for
the state to determine and enforce some just income without doing irreparable damage. Second,
judgments about allocation principles are subjective, and it is impossible to presuppose a distributor who
can make authoritative judgments about distribution.
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utility and so on. Different criteria are discussed in the following text, but equality and
need are of particular relevance.

The concept most often used in the same context as justice is equality, but the
connection between the words is a complex one. The use of the term justice might often
imply equality, but at other times theorists wish to justify inequalities. The difference
principle, for instance, represents a trade-off between absolute equality and efficiency.
This principle is important to this study, and it accepts certain, but not all inequalities
(Rawls 1999). In general, it seems that all egalitarian theorists agree on the desirability
of low levels of income inequality, and the ideal of low levels of inequality is also
central to many modern welfare states. It is also quite common to hold differing views
of equality according what is to be distributed, and many theorists focus on equal
opportunity instead of equal outcome.

Need is also a central criterion for many theorists of justice. Needs are basic
necessities or requirements, and refer to a minimum level of money for food and
clothing, as well as adequate housing, education, health care and opportunities for
employment (Marshall 1997). Except for fundamental (physiological) needs, it might be
claimed that needs are relative. The minimum level of money is higher in a society with
high material wealth, and what is considered adequate housing, education etc. also
depends on the society one lives in (Halvorsen 2002). Even so, those who advocate
need would claim that there is some objectivity of needs compared to the subjectivity of
wants. Needs are sometimes interpreted as “part of descriptive statements about
people’s conditions of life” (Barry 2000: 152), and this implies that a person may need
something without being aware of it.

Need and welfare are connected, and social justice is associated with welfare.
Welfare is about satisfying physiological needs, social needs and the need for self-
realization, and it points to the state or condition of doing or being well (Korsnes et al.
1997). Welfare policy aims at securing the inhabitants™ welfare, and social security is
money paid by the state to the needy. For this reason, the term welfare is often used
when some action is considered in order to enhance the position of individuals or
groups lacking what is considered, basic necessities or requirements.

All people have certain physiological needs, but at the same time people may

differ in their needs. Children, adults and the elderly share needs like food, clothing,
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adequate housing and adequate health care, but because they differ in their activities and
social roles, their needs also differ. This calls for unequal welfare policies. Considering
the sequence of education, paid work and retirement, one finds that pensions and other
necessary benefits are important for the elderly, and that important target groups in the
group of adults are the unemployed and disabled. Children do not work, and parents are
mainly responsible for their welfare. Children need love and care, but they also need
adequate education. And some children, whose parents are unable to provide for food,
clothing and housing, need an adequate policy of resource distribution to come to their
aid. I will return to arguments on parental and state responsibilities for securing child
welfare later in the Chapter.

This short inspection of justice has sketched some understandings of justice and
presented the questions that often split the consensus among theorists. The next task is
to present perceptions of distributive justice from important theorists/theories. The
selection of theorists includes Plato, Aristotle, Bentham, Mill, Rawls, Nozick and

Dworkin, and the main theorist is John Rawls.

2.1.1 Classic theories

A starting point for discussions of distributive justice is the innovative ideas of Plato
and Aristotle. Dealing with these Greek philosophers’ theories serves not only a
historical interest, but is a necessity since they provide some of the fundamental
positions on justice. Plato and Aristotle’s systematic examinations of justice have
determined the discourse on justice and distributive justice up to the present time.

Plato

Plato’s work The Republic’ (1996) presents some original ideas on the nature and
profitability of justice. Plato argues that communities are formed for the mutual
achievement of common goals. People realize that they are not self-sufficient and that
they work more efficiently if each person specializes in the practice of a specific craft.

A society composed of individuals organized in a division of labour specialization also

" The Republic is regarded as Plato's main work of political philosophy, and it is an attempt to answer two
questions: What is justice? Is it profitable to be just? The work is divided into 10 “books”. In the first of
10 “books” some preliminary attempts to discover the genuine nature of justice are presented. From the
second book, Plato develops his new theory on how justice is built both in the individual and the state.
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requires some additional services. Plato proposes the establishment of guardians, the
ones responsible for the management of society. One group of Guardians is the military
specialists (soldiers) and another group is rulers (whose task it is to watch over the
interests of the community). The ideal society has a stratified structure with rulers,
soldiers and the “people”.

When the ideal structure is considered, Plato goes on to argue for the necessity
of virtues. Wisdom, the ability to strive towards the well being of the whole society,
should be the skill of the ruling class. Courage, the ability to make the right judgments
about the nature and extent of dangers, and to carry out orders without thinking of
personal risk, should be the virtue of soldiers. Discipline, the ability to control certain
desires and appetites, is the virtue of the people. They are to follow their leaders instead
of pursuing their private interests. Societal justice emerges when all classes perform
their roles appropriately.

Plato’s plan is to draw a logical analogy between the operation of society and the
life of each individual human being. He supposes that people exhibit the same features,
perform the same functions, and embody the same virtues that states do. Plato defines
the soul as consisting of three parts for everyone. The rational soul (mind or intellect) is
the thinking part, which judges what is true and false, and how to live a proper life. The
spirited soul (will) is the active part, and its function is to carry out the orders assessed
by the intellect to be best. The appetitive soul (emotion or desire) is the part that feels
and wants many things, and to achieve self-control a person should defer the pursuit of
most of these emotions or desires. In Plato’s view a person is just when the three souls
perform their proper functions in harmony.

Through his examination of the state and the individual, Plato finds that justice
emerges from the harmonious interrelationship between the separate components that
constitute the whole in each case. He also presents some vital ideas on the nature and
profitability of justice. He claims that justice is fundamental both for society and the
individual, and that justice is always preferable to injustice, and finally that a just social
organization is a premise for individual justice. His societal division points to merit as a
central criterion for justifying inequalities: People belonging to the same class
contribute the same to society and should receive the same benefits, whereas citizens of

different classes are given different burdens and benefits.
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Aristotle

Aristotle continued the quest for justice in his book Nicomachean Ethics (1985). Like
Plato, Aristotle regards justice as a key to happiness both for the individual and society,
and he recognizes merit as an allocation principle. Unlike Plato, Aristotle claims that
justice cannot be found in any abstract notion, he presents the principle of equality, and
he differentiates between variances of justice (distribution, correction, and equity).

The Doctrine of the Mean is central to Aristotle. It is based on the idea that one
quality may be the opposite of another. Aristotle thinks that moral virtues, i.e. bravery,
temperance, generosity, are “desire-regulating” character vices located at the balancing
point (mean), between more extreme character vices. The mean between these qualities
is rationally determined, it is relative rather than absolute, and it differs with respect to
individuals, objects, time, and circumstances of action. Justice has a special position:
While the other virtues have a tendency of becoming self-centred, justice is concerned
with the equitability or fairness in interpersonal relations. Moreover, justice is the
virtue, which unites and orders all other virtues.

Avristotle finds that justice emerges as a mean between two extremes. If justice is
seen as an intermediate between loss and gain, it occurs when you do not take too much
out while also not putting too much in. This leads to Aristotle’s fundamental rule of
justice: Justice means treating equals equally and unequals unequally, and the unequal
treatment should be in proportion to the inequality. The fundamental rule implies to
define what counts as a relevant difference when justifying differential treatment.

Aristotle was aware that justice can be understood in many ways. To Aristotle,
distributive justice is one kind of justice that questions “the right amount”. The fairness
of the distribution depends upon the relevant characteristics of the individuals
concerned, the goods to be distributed, and the context of the distributive situation. Two
equal individuals deserve equal shares, but if possessions are distributed between two
unequal individuals they deserve proportionately unequal shares, i.e. the ratio of the
distribution must equal the ratio between the merits of the two unequals.

Avristotle’s examination of justice is important for many of contemporary ideas
on justice. One noteworthy proposition is the fundamental rule of justice, but the
difficulty is what aspects differentiate “parties”. Another important feature is that

Aristotle was the first to propose logical reasons for the claims of merit and equality.
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2.1.2 Utilitarian, egalitarian and desert-based ideas

In this section | turn to utilitarian, egalitarian and desert-based theories. Like Plato and
Aristotle, utilitarianism focuses on the idea that justice and happiness are related terms.
Egalitarianism is a set of theories that advocate the principle of equality. Desert-based

theories are inspired by the principle of merit.

Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is an ethical doctrine and an economic/political doctrine (Barry 2000).
My focus is the latter. This doctrine assumes that society has a utility function
constituted by a sum of individual utility functions. The primary principle is: “The
greatest happiness of the greatest number™.

Two leading utilitarian thinkers are Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill.
Bentham unites the idea of maximizing overall happiness at the societal level with
psychological egoism at the individual level (ibid.). His point is that each person can do
no other than seek his own happiness, while the community of men ought to seek the
“general” happiness. The probable tension between the production of general happiness
and egoism is resolved by sanctions of the law. Bentham interprets the principle of
maximum possible happiness as the greatest amount of total happiness.

Mill built on Bentham’s ideas in his attempt to demonstrate “proof” of the utility
principle. Mill differentiated between “higher” and “lower” pleasures and said that some
activities were of a higher quality than others. Mill suggested that freedom of action was
a value in itself, irrespective of its contribution to utility. He also contended that science
and art are important, even though they appear to yield quite small units of
“quantitative” happiness.

To Bentham and Mill allocation principles are means rather than ends, resulting
in any distribution of goods being interesting only to the extent that it has an impact on
the goal of maximizing happiness/pleasure in society. Bentham and Mill conclude that
the minimal state is best suited to generate the highest amount of utility, on the grounds
that redistribution might lower productivity because of lack of incentives. Some modern
utilitarian thinkers disagree on this. Their claim is that redistribution of wealth and
income creates utility by diminishing envy and that the loss of happiness for the rich is
much smaller than the gain of happiness of the poor (Lamont 2003).
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Utilitarianism is criticized on a variety of accounts. One matter is that happiness
is not an objective property that can be summed and put on a scale, and that evaluations
of total happiness are impossible (Barry 2000). Another matter is the treatment of
individuals as a secondary concern to the happiness of society (Rawls 1999). A third
matter is the treatment of individual preferences: If negative preferences, e.g. that some
minority should be given fewer material benefits than others, are widespread and not
outweighed by the minorities’ preferences, utilitarianism recommends an unequal
distribution (Lamont 2003). A fourth matter is the different interpretations of the
utilitarian principle. This can either be understood as “the greatest number of people

should enjoy happiness” or as “the total amount of happiness is to be maximized”.?

Egalitarianism

Egalitarianism is in conflict with the utilitarian idea that patterns of distribution are
merely important if they impact on the total level of happiness. Egalitarianism is a set of
related theories that advocate the equality principle. In its strictest form, the principle of
equality says that every person should have the same level of resources, be it in the form
of material goods and services, happiness, or power. My literature review has not
provided any examples of those demanding the strictest form of equality in outcomes.
On the other hand, many scholars find that the removal of gross social and economic
inequalities represent a societal improvement. It is considered that social and material
stratification preserves existing dimensions of social inequalities, whilst low levels of
inequality give people a sense of full-fledged membership of community.

A movement towards equality is criticized as it requires that people with widely
different contributions should be paid the same amount. Another objection is based on
the hypothesis of trade-offs between equality, liberty and prosperity: The problem with
strict equality is that it involves “too much” political or governmental control at the
expense of liberty. In addition, the obligation of egalitarian measures in the market
disturbs production and mechanisms that allocate resources efficiently, and the talented
and industrious are discouraged and everyone is eventually worse off (Lamont 2003).

® The most common interpretation is that policy ought to aim at producing the greatest total happiness.
This certainly is a consistent view, but it is open to the very serious objection that: “Because it is solely
concerned with consequences in terms of the production of beneficence, it obliterates some important
elements in our moral and political vocabulary, namely equality, justice and rights” (Barry 2000: 122-23).
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Whilst there is much debate on the desirable level of inequality of outcomes, all
egalitarians agree on the principle of equal opportunity. One cannot strictly separate
equality in outcomes from opportunity. Both are about eliminating arbitrary advantages
and levelling out social and economic differences. The case for equal opportunities is,
however, argued on the basis of liberty. An increase in opportunity is an increase in
liberty, as “equal opportunity” refers to the removal of impediments or obstacles that
stands in the way of an individual realizing her potential (Barry 2000). Amartya Sen
(1992) says that what matters is equality of capabilities. Sen comments that modern
egalitarian theories should arrange social circumstances so that the starting points in life

are not such that some have unfair advantages over others.’

Desert-based theories

An important aim for theories advocating the principle of desert is to justify departures
from equality. According to desert-based principles of justice, distributive systems are
just, insofar as they distribute incomes according to the different levels deserved by the
individuals in the given society for their productive efforts or contributions. Most
proposals for desert fit into one of three broad categories; to reward people for their
work activity according to the value of their contribution to the social product, to reward
people according to the effort they expend in work activity, and to compensate people
according to the costs they incur in going about their work (Lamont 2003).

Desert theories pose some difficulties. On the one hand, contemporary desert-
based criteria subscribe to the value of raising the social product. On the other hand, all
desert-based principles are “backward-looking” and justified with reference to work in
the past or present. Although the same payment can both function as an incentive and be
deserved, incentives are distinctly different from deserts since they are set up to create a
situation in the future. Incentives are a form of entitlement, and perhaps a better way to
secure future prosperity since a person can be entitled to a payment without it being
deserved (Lamont 2003). Also, desert-based principles take external factors into account
when assessing economic benefits. One may, for instance, imagine that a person's

productivity is influenced by many factors he or she has little control over.

® Other important theorists asserting an opportunity-based egalitarianism are Arneson (equal opportunity
for welfare), Rakowski (equality of fortune), van Parijs (equalizing opportunities) (Barry 2000).
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2.1.3 John Rawls and Justice as Fairness
I now turn to John Rawls and his theory of justice as fairness. In his works — from the
1958 article “Justice as Fairness”, to the revised edition of his famous book A Theory of
Justice, published in 1999 — Rawls presents a new approach to studies of justice.
Rawls’s theory is a mixture containing both procedural and social elements. On the one
hand, he wishes to show that justice is about the rules which should run social practices,
and whether or not the central institutions support and promote just solutions. On the
other hand, he attempts to discuss the outcomes produced by these rules, and whether or
not institutional structures create mechanisms which secure fair and morally acceptable
distributions of rights, goods, demands and burdens (Rawls 1999). Rawls emphasizes
the role of societal in