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ABSTRACT

This paper is based on the assumption that the ihiggmes of some professional
sports athletes, such as players in professiormgjules in the United States and
Europe, pose an ethical problem of social justiadeal with the questions of what
should follow from this evaluation and in which vgayhose incomes should be
regulated. | discuss three different options: ag@ tkhea that the incomes of
professional athletes should be limited, b) theritieat they should be vastly taxed
by the state, and c) the idea that there is a nudniidation for the athletes to spend
portions of their incomes on good causes. | wilhaade that in today’s circum-
stances there are good reasons to advocate batm apte (limitation) and option
two (taxation), but that priority should be giventaxation.

KEYWORDS social justice, professional sports, income justitelosophy of sport

Introduction

There are good reasons to conclude that the highrias earned by professional sports athletes in
leagues such as the National Hockey League andrMajague Baseball in the United States, or the
Bundesliga in Germany, are socially unjust and thay cannot be justified from an ethical pointvidw
(Schweiger, 2012). But such a conclusion is ondydtarting point for a variety of more, and somesmaven
more complicated, questions. In particular, to gieshe change of practice, whether it be on théevididal,
the organizational or the political level, is diffit and intertwined with conflicting interestsmited
possibilities, and other contingencies that areerofalien to the realm of “pure” philosophical theor
Nonetheless, any ethical theory, and any theorsoofal justice, would be pointless if it were nbleato
influence practice and change.

In this paper | ask what should follow from an esxion that the high earnings of professional sport
athletes are socially unjust. | see three possilalgs to achieve social justice to professional tspaith
regard to these high incomes. First, there is tesipility that one could argue for a limitation aicap on
the incomes of athletes. For various other reasargd) limits are already imposed in several leagubich
operate with a salary cap. Second, justice coulddigeved by taxing the incomes of sports athletes
much higher level than today, which would lowerithectual income to a socially just height. Diffete
versions of this option are used in various staispugh not explicitly for sports athletes buhex for all
high-income earners. Third, one could refrain frany actions by a governing body or the state aadele
the matter to the athletes themselves, arguing tthere is no justification for forcing income juwsi
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However, as the high incomes of professional spattiketes are socially unjust, it is their respbifity to
donate or otherwise use their income for the comguamd. While options one and two ask for regulatign
the state or any other institution, the third optieaves it to the individual and is therefore figamito virtue
ethics.

In a certain sense achieving income justice ingesibnal sports also implies restoring incomegasti
It is a development of the last decades that thenmes of professional athletes and especially eftdip
earners have skyrocketed, while the “normal” pojaiahas seen a much smaller increase. In the tUnite
States — but not only there — the social and ecandistance between professional athletes andrtbefal”
population has grown. For example, in Major LeaBaseball (MLB) the median income of a player in@99
was only nine times as high as the median incongefafl-time worker in the United States, in 201@vas
nearly thirty times as high. Adjusted for inflatitiee median salaries in the MLB tripled between@L88d
2010 and the median salaries of the top 25 eamers than quintupled (Figure 1), while the medraome
of full-time workers only increased about 20 petdarthe same period. Similar developments tookela
all other big leagues, including the National Hockeague.

In the following sections | will first outline thecope of the problem and present briefly an arggimen
why the high incomes of professional sports

25000000 : . .
athletes are socially unjust. This is not to be

20000000 understood as a fully developed and
15000000 sufficient theory but rather as indicative
10000000 reasons, because the main focus of my
paper lies elsewhere. In the next three

5000000 w sections | will then put forward arguments
0 for the options of limitation, taxation, and

1990 2000 2005 2010 donation. | will show that choosing the right

== Average top 25 earnersli= Median top 25 earners option depends on the societal circum-
Average Median stances in which social justice has to be

Figure 1. Average and median salaries ($) in Magague Baseball "€ached. The case for.ta>(.a_1tion is if and
Source: USA Today Salary Database. when there are other justified needs for

redistributive measures. The case for a limi-
tation of income is if and when the distributingriket is distorted and the incomes are unmerite@lation
to other members of society. Finally, the optiordohation is favored by many people who are, inegan
skeptical of state intervention — for different seas — and want to leave the doing of good and the
establishment of social justice to the individualthis case, there might be an ethical duty, lmutiaty of
social justice, to do good with the incomes andge them for the common good or humanitarian hell
conclude that in today’s circumstances there aoslgeasons to advocate both option one (limitataorg
option two (taxation), but that priority should bizven to taxation. Although my aim is general aat te
applied to many different circumstances of profasai sports, and maybe also other high-income esrhe
will use data from the National Hockey League teraglify my arguments. My perspective in this papex
philosophical one, so it is not only possible bially that other disciplines such as economics tighch
different conclusions.

Social justice and income: the case of the Nationklockey League

The National Hockey League (NHL) is consideredghmllest of the big four professional leagues —
the others are Major League Baseball, the NatiBoatball League and the National Basketball Asdmria
— in the United States. It currently consists oft&8ms of which 7 are located in Canada: Montieaipnto,
Vancouver, Calgary, Edmonton, Ottawa, and Winnigdge NHL implemented a salary cap through a new
collective bargaining agreement (CBA), beginninghwthe 2005/2006 season, after a lockout thatdetie
cancellation of the entire 2004/2005 season. A @8A is currently being negotiated, and it is uncleaw
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things will unfold and what changes will be madeth®@ CBA. One critical question in the current
negotiations is the share of revenue between owaradtsplayers, and this certainly will affect theame
structure. Overall, the NHL has flourished since lickout and so have the salaries of the play@verall
revenues increased from $2 billion to $3.2 billiore011/2012. The salary cap went up from $39 anillio
$64.3 million (expected to be more than $70 million2012/2013), and the minimum floor from $21.5
million to $48.3 million (NHL.com, 2011). The minim salary rose from $450,000 to $525,000 in
2011/2012, which is a small increase comparedddighest allowed salary, which, on the other hiiad,
nearly doubled. It is set at 20% of a club’s upgap limit, meaning that it increased from $7.8 imillin
2005/2006 to $12.86 million in 2011/12. The averagtary of an NHL player is now — in 2011 — $2.4
million, and the highest-paid players (top 25 eshget more than $7 million and up to $12 million
(USA TODAY, 2012a; USA TODAY, 2012b). The mediarass in 2011 was less than the average — which
indicates an unequal distribution — at $1.5 mifliokhe Gini index — a statistical measure for indityia is
44.55 and the Robin Hood index 34.62, which is migever than, for example, Major League Baseball in
2012, which has a Gini index of 62.23 and a RotodHindex of 49.1%7

Another interesting development is that more andenstar players receive very long contracts in
order — from the perspective of the clubs — touwireent the salary cap restrictions. The cap hituof
individual contract is — to put it simply — calctdd by dividing the overall pay by the contractgém so that
a contract of 10 years paying a total of $50 milllas an annual cap hit of $5 million, while a cacit of
five years paying the same amount has a cap [§iL@fmillion, regardless of how much money is paici
specific year. So, the cap hit of front-loaded cacts paying $10 million in the first five yearsnche
reduced by adding five years in which only $1 milliis paid. Such contracts are especially favorable
times in which it is almost certain that the saleap will increase and therefore the relative capfthese
contracts decreases further over the years. Anotitean — which is officially not allowed but alntasertain
to be used in some cases — is that the cap hitohtact is cleared if the player retires, whethercontract
has ended or not. As players get most of the manéye first years of the contracts they do noelosich,
but for the clubs it can be a huge relief not teeha high cap hit for contracts of older playergdmal their
prime. The structure of the latest ‘retirement cacts’ of star players reflects this opportunity dayers to
increase their income and for the clubs to decrsalsey cap restrictions. For example, the cordratRyan
Suter and Zach Parise, which they signed with tlenbbota Wilds, look like this (LeBrun, 2012): Yedr
and 2: $2 million base salary + $10 million signibgnus (=$12 million); Year 3: $6 million base +
$5 million signing bonus (=$11 million); Years 4-89 million base; Year 9: $8 million base; Year 10:
$6 million base; Year 11: $2 million base; Years1B $1 million base.

These developments of player salaries in the NHipeeially those of high earners, are in stark
contrast to the development of the incomes of Werall population of the US. Not only have they not
increased, but rather they have decreased durints$h couple of years due to the economic crisi2010,
the median income of full-time workingmen in the W&s $47,715; for women, the median was $36,931
(DeNavas-Walt, Proctor & Smith, 2011). The mediaugehold income was $49,445, which represents a
decrease of 2.3% from the previous year, 200%dryears since the onset of the financial cris®0@7, the
median household income has declined by 6.4% il.tdhis means that the median salary of an NHL
player is around 31 times as much as the mediame®f a full-time worker, and 30 times as muclihas
median US household income. The income of the p5etoners with more than $7 million is at least 146
times as much as the median income. The NHL minirsaftary, $525,000, is approximately 11 times as
much as the median income of a full-time male workesingle person or family living in poverty ihe
United States has only a fraction of what the ayefdHL player earns.

! The median is the numerical value separating tjleeh half of a population from the lower half.idta more robust
measure for unevenly distributed data such asiealand is therefore used by most income and ppstatistics.

2 Calculations based on the salary database of US¥Ocom.
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In this same period, unemployment and poverty ratage skyrocketed, with 46.2 million people —
15.1% of the US population — now living in povertlge highest such number since the US began trgckin
poverty rates in 1959. There are many differentepigMines depending on family size and age, lwamt to
present here just two numbers: the poverty thresfml a single person under 65 was $11,344 and for
family with two children $22,190. People living bel that line are in poverty, which means that they
often also affected by many different forms of Isigs and restrictions that are closely linked ¢éind
poor, such as a higher risk of being (chronicalll) social, psychological and physical stress;iabc
exclusion; and shame. It is a strong indicatordocial injustice if millions of people are suffegiirom
poverty while a small majority such a NHL playeendive in clover. To sum up: while NHL players are
getting more and more — as do other pro athletéiseiNFL, the NBA, or MLB — millions of people ihé
United States are suffering from unemployment ameepy.

As this paper is not mainly interested in all aspeaf the complex issue of social justice in
professional sport but rather uses a certain agdomgbout it as its starting point, | just wantpi@sent two
indicative reasons why the relation between NHlygtasalaries and the income of the overall poporaiti
the United States poses an ethical problem anddibeudeemed as unjust. Following the work of David
Miller, I understand social justice as the balan€ahree principles: need, equality, and desersaogial
context is socially just if its members are ables#éisfy their legitimate needs, if they share taofeequal
rights and duties as citizens, and if all otherdfigs and burdens are distributed according torti¢ktller,
1999). If | assume here that at least some incame@sofessional sports are socially unjust, it netmt
they violate this model of social justice. This daa the case if they are not deserved, if theyatéothe
legitimate needs of others, or if they undermirge gbcial equality implied by citizenship. Otherdties of
social justice might reach different conclusionsl @wen support a highly unequal distribution ofoimes
between athletes and other workers, such as libetddertarian theories (Olsaretti, 2004).

The first argument against these salaries is begtounds on which NHL players receive them are to
be doubted. This means that although it is undtldbtshat these players are excellent, hard-working
athletes, that they generate profit for most offtaachises and owners and that they entertairearidh the
lives of many millions of hockey fans, there aregomd ethical reasons that could justify the heattheir
pay. The argument that the NHL salaries are regdlby the market — and in the end by owners, wko ar
willing to pay that much — is not sufficient in $hiespect, simply because the market is not aosethachine
that produces just results but is rather distof@&enovetter, 2005). There have to be other reasojustify
the incomes; it is doubtful that such reasons cbeltrought forward. Instead, there are arguméatsNHL
players do not deserve that much more money thiaer atorkers because the value of their work is not
much higher and because their contributions areniofor social value. Playing hockey in the NHL is
entertaining but nothing more. One could furtheguar that the players’ salaries are based on buate |
because players are not responsible for their alatalents. According to such arguments playerenyes
nothing for playing hockey.

The second line of argument proposes that thereexernal but nonetheless important reasons to
criticize the current height of NHL player salaridisis not necessary to ask whether these incamnes
merited or not, because it can be shown that theynaconflict with other ethical values. Such abbk the
general idea of an equal society, in which diffeemnshould be kept within certain limits and in ethi
poverty should not exist (Barry, 2005). Anothers@a could be the global picture of severe worldwide
poverty, hunger, child mortality, and the consedquearal duties of the better-off (Mack et al., 2D0A
third one is the relation between income distrimutand health, and that it is better for everydiecome is
distributed more equally (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009

Both lines of argument claim that what is in quastis not whether NHL players should get a decent
salary, and not even whether this should exceadflihe average employee, but rather that thexesthical
limits to this difference and inequality. How ta $eis limit is another and even more complicatedgiion,
which | cannot further pursue in this paper. Indtdawant now to discuss three possible answertheo
guestion of what should follow from the conclustbat the height of NHL player salaries is sociaihjust.
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The limitation of income

The first possible solution is to limit players’'la@es. As previously mentioned, the exact limit —
similar to poverty lines, one could talk about anéthical richness line’ — is hard to determine amdome
extent always bound to arbitrariness, but the ide@netheless compelling. A bottom limit is emmdyin
many countries as a minimum income for full-timepéoyment, or in different branches set by collestiv
agreements. As already stated, the NHL itself us#h a bottom and an upper limit, in the form of a
minimum income which is guaranteed for every plagaghe NHL and a maximum income which is relative
to the salary cap. Obviously, they have not beeplémented or justified by ethical reasons but mathe
economic ones and are the result of a bargainingeagent reached after a long work struggle whidt co
hundreds of millions of dollars. In general, thare good ethical reasons to think of a minimumrgada a
salary which allows one to live a decent life fodgoverty and humiliation and which allows onaistjfied
needs to be satisfied (Figart, 2004). Minimum inesnare most likely to be justified by arguments of
sufficiency and desert and that living beneathttiveshold is morally harmful. The question of ampeip
limit is a different one because there is no hasmtliose who are overpaid and most often therésis reo
direct connection to the harm of others. Justiicceg of a minimum income can often go a more direate
and show that there is serious harm if someorigiiglbelow that level or that it reflects the lostéevel of
merit one deserves for doing one’s work.

The main reason for an upper limit from an ethjgaint of view, which | want to put forward and
discuss here, is to think of high incomes as bamdgeserved. A limit therefore corrects unjust marksults
and ensures that no one gets more than he (ordskeyves. Such an argument does not aim to shaw tha
others are harmed by high incomes but that theynateemselves unjust and unethical. In the exaropte
of the NHL discussed here, this implies that thesemes are not merited and that they should biésltm

In general, desert can be understood as a fourglation: X deserves ,a” from Y in virtue of ,bA
NHL player X deserves an income of ,a” from hiskeld in virtue of b. So a critique has to show tfeit
does not adequately reflect ,b”. ,b” can be eitliee individual athletic performance of the playee .
goals scored, assists, shutouts — or the perforenahthe whole team to which he has contributedg- e
wins, qualification for the playoffs, or winningelttanley Cup — but it can also be some other tjuatds
only indirectly linked to the athletic performaneee.g. the revenue of the club, merchandising sales
attendance. The use of different desert basedead to different assumptions about the ethicaustaf the
earned income. In the case here, | want to crtitie desert base “playing hockey in the NHL” withany
further reflection on differences in athletic penf@nce or the economic goods produced by it.

One argument can now, for example, refer to thatioel of the incomes of NHL players to the
incomes of other workers, and especially those pattons which are of high social value, such asetion
or health care, but which are paid much less. fiiitthat a schoolteacher gets much less, thaesamwho
works hard to save lives, to help the sick anddltierly gets paid only a fraction of those supesSta
“Playing hockey in the NHL” does not justify thatuoh higher of an income. The basic idea behind this
argument is to say that desert can justify diffeeanin incomes but that social justice implies lusb
understanding of social and economic equality tleahands to keep these differences in limits. Aadlyci
just society, according to the principles | havdlined before, should recognize and reward effdetents
and performances — as “playing hockey in the NHISut it should also secure that different desesebare
taken into account. Social and economic value shbelequally important.

Furthermore, there are arguments that playing hodkein itself such a meaningful activity,
accompanied by respect and social status, thaé thesefits should lead to a decrease in incomedgwhi
doing meaningless or less enjoyable work shoulccdrapensated by higher earnings (Sayer, 2009). In
general, a limitation of high incomes brings ford/dhe idea of social equality for all citizens vath the
need to deny the idea of difference based on desert

There are, of course, serious objections to suamdarstanding of desert. In general, desert dokgs o
play a minor role in many theories of social justand some of which would argue that “playing hgcdke
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the NHL” is the result of brute luck, that no playeresponsible for his natural talents or thétrigjrthplace
and that NHL players deserve nothing at all fomgdicky (Olsaretti, 2004). On the other hand, ehare
arguments that any interference with the markanjast and that the market is best suited to determhat
workers and hockey players deserve. Both objecsbiosild be taken seriously, and | cannot hopeftaeae
them here. Nonetheless, | want to make two pokitst, desert plays an important role in everydayrah
reasoning and should not be dismissed all tooyasakticularly in professional sports and in tiphere of
work people want to be recognized for their indiidtiefforts and performances. Axel Honneth's theafry
recognition convincingly argues that desert has st intrinsic and moral value, which is importéot
social equality (Honneth, 2003). Second, it caratgpied against the liberal or market-oriented figation

of income that the market is in fact distorted #nbrs certain activities. Also, professional hocked the
salaries one can earn for it are distorted in maays. The public interferes and subsidizes stadimoeh
infrastructure, sugar daddies interfere and puahcfrises, the natural lottery interferes and gsese
players better talents, and teams in bigger markat® advantages that have nothing to do with their
performance on the ice. Simply put, there is noaétyuof opportunity and no ideal market that would
determine the salaries in the NHL.

In Table 1, | present four hypothetical models dingdtation of NHL salaries towards social justice.
Such a limitation could be a maximum income simitathe one that can be found right now in the NHL.
ethical terms, this form of limitation would rest the assumption that there is an upper limit tatvd@myone
can deserve for playing hockey. This could eitherabsingle number, like say $1 million, or a number
relative to other factors. The NHL currently allo@8% of the salary cap as the maximum income. But i
would also be possible to set the limit at 10 timgsnuch as the median income of the overall ptipalén
the United States, which would be around $500,0@0day the ratio of the median income of NHL players
to that of full-time workingmen is 1 to 31.25. Tanler this ratio would send the message that NHyquka
are special and deserve high incomes but thatatepot that much more special than anybody elagirg
hockey is important but its importance has someétdinit would strengthen the sense of equality. theo
possible form of limitation would be more specifiith regard to different forms of playing hockeyorF
example, there could be different upper limits ddferent positions or different upper limits deplérg on
the actual performance of a player. A more sopfagtd version of such performance-sensitive limisid
be to pay all players solely based on their peréoroe. This could be done by determining the inconfied
players after the season ended based on certéistiséh factors or reviews. There would then benmore
need for contract negotiations and everyone woalgdid what he deserves. There are serious contteans
would come with such a solution, as this would digantly reduce the power of players towards the
owners, increase the pressure on players, and teamemore or less insecure and vulnerable in dse of
injury. But in general, the idea of limiting thecimes of NHL players would bring forward one catea of
social justice: inequalities should be limited dinel principle of desert sometimes demands to ierterf

Table 1. Possible models of a limitation

Maximum income Examples

set as a percentage of the salary cap $12.86 miltiorrent CBA)

set at a fixed number $1 million

set in relation to the median income of the over&¥77,150 (ten times as much as the average annual
population income)

set in relation to the minimum income of the NHL B million (ten times as much as the minimum ineom

under the current CBA)

Source: own study.

Progressive taxation and the needs of others

The second idea is that of taxation. This saysithatnot necessary or even just to directly lithi¢
salaries of NHL players, but that it is demandeat they should be taxed on a much higher basis iEhi
what is in general applied by many states acrassviirld that have progressive tax systems. Higheore
earners not only pay more taxes but higher taxsrdikere are several arguments for progressiveidaxa
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and | do not want to dive into this discussion hieraletail but only refer to two arguments that Vdou
support the claim that the incomes of professi@pairts athletes such as those of NHL players shoeild
rigorously taxed.

In general, it is widely acknowledged that stateschtaxes to fulfill their various tasks and theat a
least some of these tasks are ethically justified déemanded by social justice. The provision offeles
range of public goods, security, and stability tast be served by the state or public instituti®w. the
general claim for taxation is well based, but dif@ forms and levels of taxation are highly diggutMy
main argument here refers to the need of othejisstidy a rigorous taxation of the incomes of pssienal
sports athletes. This argument can, but does nat toa rely on the assumption that the height obimes is
in general ethically dubious or unmerited. In casty | will assume that NHL players do in fact desevhat
they earn and that the distribution of their incamendistorted. On the background of these assanptl
still think there can be good reasons to opt fgatian and, furthermore, come to the conclusion shah a
taxation, which significantly lowers the incomesNHL players, would be socially just.

As already stated, merit is not the only principfgustice and there can be other duties of justice
ethics that might interfere with it. Again, Millertripartite model of social justice can be used aseful
starting point here. As said, he claims that sgogtice depends on the connection between theiplas of
need, desert and equality, and that they are oéleiquportance. Incomes, the benefit of which | am
concerned with in this paper, should in generatlis&ributed according to desert, but if and whesrd¢hare
legitimate claims for need and equality then theedeprinciple has to step back and give them gyiorFhis
weighting rests on normative and empirical claimd gollows in the steps of Honneth (Honneth, 2003).

First, the principle of need is basic because d grecondition for the other two. Without a decent
living standard — or as is the case in extremasdns where the possibility of leading any formhofman
life is in danger such as absolute poverty — itas possible to execute the other two principldgh&® and
duties of citizenship — the content of equalityestrupon the satisfaction of basic needs. Therebeamo
social equality if some are living in poverty whit¢hers live in clover. No one can enjoy any rigfdt is
supposedly protected by society if he or she ldbksessentials for a reasonably healthy and atifee
Deficiencies in the means of subsistence can begsidatal, incapacitating, or painful as violasoof
physical security. The resulting damage or deathatdeast as decisively prevent the enjoymenngfraght
as can the effects of security violations (Shu€g)9

Second, as the principle of need precedes theipienof equality, they both have priority over the
principle of desert. A distribution according tdoef and talents in a market society can only Is¢ jjuno one
has to work under exploitative conditions to secarrdecent living for himself or herself and hishar
family, and it can also only be just if equal rigland duties are secured for all participants enrttarket.
The principle of desert can also be violated ifgdeare vulnerable and have to agree to work fes than
they deserve. Such forms of exploitation canngubgfied by the principle of desert even if people free
on paper to decline to work under such circumssn&emarket can only function properly as longtas i
bound by certain rules and does not allow a feweg® bend the rules as they like.

So there are reasons to interfere with market ooso— which the incomes in the NHL and those of
professional athletes in general are — if therdeggiimate needs or claims of equality. | thinkttkhis is one
of the main ideas behind any justification of ta@tand redistribution through the welfare stat tollects
those taxes. This is just a raw model but it iSdsehough to substantiate my claim that there aedg
reasons for taxation even in such cases in whiehdiiribution of income in a certain market sushttze
NHL is evaluated as merited. The principle of deseoverridden if parts of these incomes are néddea
higher good and to achieve social justice in otlreas of society. Such cases can be the prevatédnce
poverty and social exclusion — some would like detrict this to domestic poverty, other theorisiiset a
global perspective here — or the need to maintablipgoods such as education and health care, Aighe
case of a legitimate war, which costs more thansthge has at its disposal, a rigorous taxatiorhtriog
justifiable. Here | want to stick to the povertygament, because the numbers, which | have already
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presented, are quite compelling. While the NHLI@ufishing and their players become millionairesl an
some of them are highly recognized idols, manyiomi of people in the United States — not to mentie
global scale of this problem — are suffering frohe tconsequences of the current economic crisis.
Unemployment and poverty, homelessness and evanutritibn and hunger are prevalent, and milliores ar
in danger of becoming “invisible”. The taxation thie incomes of NHL players would certainly not solv
these problems, but they could be part of a solutiat puts the needs of those suffering over tastsnof
those who “land soft” anyway. The taxation modeeslmot have to opt for taxing NHL players, other
professional athletes, or any high-income earnénécsubsistence level — the principle of desenbisto be
completely overruled. But, for example, taxingiatomes over $1 million by 75% would still leaveoeigh
difference to reflect the “achievement principld’desert (Hartmann & Honneth, 2006) and could pevi
the state with the urgently needed funds to cudetst, invest in the labor market, and strengthenaelfare
state for those who are in need. Such considemti@@ome even weightier if and when there are good
reasons to think of these high incomes not onlgaasally unjust because of the legitimate needstloérs

but also unmerited. Then, their taxation would ifluthe duties of social justice: correct unfair ket
outcomes and help others.

| want to consider at least one possible objedtiathis argument. One can say that hockey players a
certainly not responsible for the conditions of heor in the United States and that this does ustify
taking some of their money away to help the poarl Avill also consider in the next section, one eéher
defend a strong version of this objection that ghgs there is no ethical obligation of the NHL ydes to
help these poor people at all or one could defemeéaker version which says that there is an oltigab
help but no obligation of social justice that woaltbw the state to force this help. Furthermomse could
argue that helping the poor with tax money has tnvgaffects on the poor themselves or for theetgas a
whole. The welfare state gets bigger and biggezrmuere people become dependent and the incentves t
seek work and care for oneself diminish. Again ih et hope to give a fully convincing answer tosthi
objection because this would demand a much moleetand empirically informed discussion about the
welfare state, social policy, and different modedissociety in general. What | want to make cleathist
there is an ethical obligation to help the pooat ttinis obligation exists especially towards felloitizens,
and that the welfare state can fulfill this funatid-irst, | follow Christian Neuh&auser and JulialMiithat
the duty to end or alleviate poverty exists regessllof its causes because poverty is always cathéat
moral harm. They write

But even if it is true that some people are rekdtivpoor due to their own fault, society still

has reason to end their poverty. This is becauksive poverty is not a problem of fairness

but a problem of decency. A decent society doetolavate that its members are humiliated.

[...] A decent society, therefore, has to end retapeverty no matter why it exigtdeuhauser

& Miller, 2011, pp. 170-171).

Second, to help fellow citizens is not only ead®raccomplish because of a shared set of public
institutions but it also enjoys priority becauseistbased on a shared understanding of solidanty a
community. Such an understanding as a solidastiemunity in which those in need are helped ishidwss
for social justice and for the functioning of maother important features such as democratic praesdu
trust in the political structures, or economic cexgion. Third, it is in fact questionable if modexelfare
states function properly and efficiently and thésemuch room for improvement. It is also indeed
questionable if today’s poverty alleviation polgiare the best available and if a system that sehds
money to the poor can make lasting changes. lidelwunderstood that effective and sustainablespgv
reduction and alleviation depends on the interactid a set of measures including welfare provision,
education, and political and economic participatidiso, different agents and institutions are neete
implement these measures, some of them on theltaed| some on the state and others on the felireil
The reason why they should be financed throughtitexand not predominantly through private fundisg
that the state and its institutions can secureftimding — it is always possible that private danopt out and
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decide to quit funding — and that welfare provisfonthe poor should be a legal right. Only theestzan
secure this right.

Virtue ethics and the idea of donation

The third option | want to discuss is that of vahny donation, which is favored by many people who
are in general skeptical of state interventionsrdifferent reasons — and want to leave the doingood
and the establishment of social justice to indigiduThey, and not public institutions, are thenrargets
of ethical reasoning and the agents of socialgastrhis can be supported by pragmatic and normativ
arguments. Pragmatic arguments say that statethamdnstitutions are inefficient in many diffetemways,
such as that they spend the money on the wrongesatisat money is wasted, or that they are cowupt
ideologically distorted. Normative arguments basioceome from two backgrounds.

First, one could say that the incomes earned by Nldiers are not unethical or socially unjust &t al
but that it would still be a good thing if the péag would do some good with their money. A moreusbb
version of such a claim could be to speak of a huuity to give something back to the community amd
help others, but that such a duty cannot and shmatltde enforced. Giving is a virtue, but that doesmean
that there is anything unethical in earning milloof dollars for playing ice hockey. And in fact)a of
players are active in charities, on which they spsome of their money, or have their own foundation
There is even an award, the NHL Foundation Playeard, which is awarded annually to the player “who
applies the core values of (ice) hockey — commitingerseverance and teamwork — to enrich the bfes
people in his community” (NHL.com, 2012).

The second possible line of argument says thaethex reasons to think of NHL player salaries as
unethical or unjust but that there are no reasonstérvene, whether be it through a limitationtaxation.
So here the claim is much stronger — in sayingtthere is an ethical problem with these incomesit-ths
cautious with regard to the consequences it wanpsitsue. One can think of other examples in whigth a
line of argument can be used, such as cheatingiray. IThere are some cases in which both are dgvere
punished — such as lying in court as a witnesst-thHaue are many, many cases in which one mighthsay
these behaviors are morally wrong but that it wdagédabsurd or even unethical to regulate them yroémer
way than with “soft” sanctions. Examples of suckBesare lying to a friend, cheating on your bowpiftlieor
being rude to others. There are good reasons vesg thre not regulated by the law, such as thatatfiegt a
private sphere that should not be tampered witthbystate, that an unjustifiably high amount obreses
would have to be invested to monitor and sanctigrh dehaviors, or that they fall under other imaott
rights such as the freedom of expression. A diffeferm of this argument can be based on the idea o
subsidiarity, which demands that every problem &hbe solved on the level where it can best beeshlv
and that it is wrong if a higher entity (like th&ate) interferes with the agenda of a lower onlee(lhe
individual) if it is not necessary.

The option of donation also depends on the comdngttakes into account. In a rich country, where
there is no poverty, and under the assumptionttieaincomes are merited, there might not even ineral
duty to spend money on charity. To modify one eXengf Amartya Sen, one can say that in a country
where everyone has at least one Cadillac but sawe 20, it is not a duty of ethics, nor one of abjistice,
that those who have 20 spend some of their Caglitachose who have just one or two (Sen, 1983)tHgu
situation is completely different if there exitsoimer country in which people suffer from poveitiness,
and other forms of unnecessary hardship. Then tiwbseare better off are obliged to help and to give
whether they want to or not. Whether the curremiaaeality in the United States and around theldvo
calls for duties of ethics or for duties of socjaktice, and which entities (states, organizaticsrsj
individuals) bear what kind of obligations, are tafthe currently debated issues within global aadial
ethics and philosophy.
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Conclusions: ideal and non-ideal circumstances

I have discussed three possible answers to théigues what should and could be done with the high
incomes of professional sports athletes and | tisedNHL as an example. Similar considerations cdagld
applied to other leagues and sports, and maybeaalsigh incomes in general. All three options depen
the social circumstances in which high incomespaiel and need further empirical evidence to beyfull
justified. But despite these limitations | was atieshow that there are at least some reasonptmodiall
three options discussed. | now want to weigh theetloptions and present reasons why under thenturre
circumstances taxation would be the right thinddo

I want to put forward three reasons why taxatioousth be given priority over limitation and donation
First, it has to be considered what would happeh thie money if one were to implement an uppertlithi
would certainly go into the pockets of the ownend & is highly doubtful that they would “deserviiis
money. Furthermore, it would leave it to the willtbe owners to decide what to do with this extraney
and whether they would use it in an ethical angberavay. It is safe to say that the problem of higtome
would only be transferred to another level, frora fiayers to those who pay the players. So themputi a
limitation that could solve the problem on the leskplayers would come with side effects that wbtiien
likely pose other problems of social justice. Segoone strong argument for taxation is that the eyon
collected by taxing high incomes could be usedoteesother issues of social justice by being reitisted
to the poor or used for social welfare, health careeducation (Murphy & Nagel, 2002). As long asls
problems prevail, the option of taxation is prefdeato that of limitation, which would leave the n&y in
the hands of a third party, or donation, which wolglave the money in the hands of the players. iBhis
because even if the owners or players or anyorevet® is financially better off uses his or her mypifior
the good and donate it, this help is arbitrary isrelways in danger of being ended at will. Priagesons or
foundations do not have to justify themselves mway government institutions have to, and recgivielp
from a private person is different from receivirenbfits from the state. The first is humanitariaargy, the
second is a right. The first can be — althoughoitsdnot need to be — humiliating, while the secsnan
expression of citizenship.

Both these arguments are only valid under certadiak conditions. It could be the case that a state
has enough revenue to fulfill all its duties of isbgustice without taxing sports athletes or higheme
earners at a very high level. One can think ofgeswith rich natural resources or very high incahreugh
corporate taxes. This would certainly weaken trguents for the taxation option and one would have
better reasons to advocate a limitation of incooresn appeal to the ethical conscience of the tathlén a
different reality, it could also be the case tlma incomes of NHL players could be much lower e they
would not be socially unjust or questionable at Also, it could be the case that the income distion in
the United States, or even globally, would be mowre equal, with the highest incomes being only ten
times as much as the minimum income and not a tewdted times as much. These and other contingencies
of which some are more realistic than others, wdaltl to different conclusions regarding the ethica
evaluation of the incomes of NHL players and winaiudd be done. But until they change, one hasfteate
on the reality of today, and that would call fomaich higher taxation of the unethically high incenu#
professional sports athletes such as those in tile Whis is a demand of social justice, and prafess
sports should not be exempted. The area of profesissports would be a good place to start, asfitli of
dreams, fandom, and admiration. Those superstaitd serve as role models and inspire many more.tWha
they get rests on what the fans give, and, espearasuch times of crisis, giving back and comamvn to
a level of “normality” should not be a charity ututy. A duty that is best fulfilled by taxation.
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