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Abstract: Morality can be assessed through a teleological and deontological lens, in which an
act is considered to be moral if it advances the common good and the means of achieving this
societally beneficial outcome is justified. This study hypothesizes that funding the
philosopher's work in a democratic government is moral, as value of philosophy lies in
knowledge production and moral enrichment. This is governed by justifying four conditions
through empiricism and the scientific method: serving the public interest, involving
government role/intervention, strengthening the philosophic knowledge, and financing this
knowledge through taxation. Focusing on the observational belief of acts, knowledge
production, reasoning, and justification of beliefs continuously develop with philosophic
ideas, making them suitable recipients of government funding. Morality is not absolute but
socially constructed by several philosophic interventions in conjunction with the
government's role. Secondly, there is a need for optimal philosophic knowledge, the adequate
knowledge required to attain maximum social advantage with minimum cost. By constructing
philosophic knowledge as an economic commodity, their dual status as a public and merit
good justify their provision by the state. Lastly, the morality of taxation is discussed through
philosophers’ lens such as Robert Nozick and John Rawls. As each citizen benefits from the
government-provided facilities, thus paying a part of the income as tax to the government is
moral. Moreover, the government is assisted by philosophic knowledge and creating moral
goods. Thus, it is justified that funding a philosopher through taxation is moral as it does not
infringe on individual freedom.
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1. Introduction

In the context of government, morality can be examined through a teleological and deontological lens,
in which an act is considered to be moral if it advances the common good and the means of achieving
this societally beneficial outcome is justified. Within the context of this question, these conditions are
fulfilled by satisfying the following four criteria:

1) The production of philosophic knowledge serves the public interest

2) Philosophic knowledge would be underproduced without government intervention

3) Government provision does not have an adverse effect on on the utility of philosophy
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4) The means of financing philosophy through taxation is moral

The first three criteria adhere to consequentialist notions of morality by guaranteeing a positive
outcome through state provision, while the fourth criteria address concerns from rule-based ethics by
avoiding justifying means with ends. With this framework in mind, this essay argues that for a
democratic government, using public money to fund the work of philosophers is moral.

2. Criteria 1: The Social Value of Philosophy

The social value of philosophy lies in two aspects: knowledge production and moral enrichment.

Firstly, promoting philosophical knowledge is beneficial for society as it is deeply relevant to how
mankind acquire, test, and interpret knowledge. Knowledge production in modern science presumes
that human can rely on sensory and instrumental perceptions to make accurate observations, an
assumption that is grounded in rigorous metaphysical and epistemological thought. For instance,
concepts in philosophical skepticism such as Descartes’ evil demon [1] and Plato’s allegory of the
cave [2] suggest that sensory experiences can deceive us, and thus ill-suited to interpret the material
world. In contrast, Aristotle believed that people should rely on physical observations, rather than
abstract reasoning, to judge the nature of reality, rejecting the Platonic theory of forms. The
foundations of empiricism were furthered by John Locke’s idea of the mind as a ‘tabula rasa’,
suggesting that all knowledge acquisition is a posteriori and challenging the doctrine of innate
knowledge [3].

The methods of scientific inquiry were further developed by Francis Bacon in his work Novum
Organum, in which he rejects the Aristotelian syllogistic method in favor of induction logic, paving
the foundations for the scientific method. The Baconian method was extremely influential in the field
of science impacting Robert Boyle’s work on chemistry [4,5] and Isaac Newton’s formulation of
universal gravitation [6,7,8]. By focusing the study of science around repeated observation and
experimentation, rather than tradition or religion, philosophy steered the course of science away from
irrational dogmatism and contributing to the exponential acceleration of scientific progress seen today.

However, David Hume questioned whether humans could place complete trust in empirical
observations, arguing that perceived causation could simply entail the ‘constant conjunction’ of
events. Similarly, John Stuart Mill points out that inductive reasoning rests on the unjustified premise
of the uniformity of natural events. In response to the problem of induction, Karl Popper rejects the
role of inductive logic in scientific inquiry entirely. Reaffirming that basing certainty on previous
successful evidence would be committing the fallacy of affirming the consequent, Popper proposed
the hypothetico-deductive method, stressing the importance of seeking falsifications, rather than
verifications, in theory evaluation. Conversely, Bayesian personalists maintain that scientific
inference is built upon statistical probabilities, subjectively assigned in light of evidence [9]. These
developments and contradictions suggest that the ways people produce knowledge, reason, and justify
their beliefs are not engrained in stone, but continuously developing with philosophic ideas.

Today, the ramifications of epistemology are increasingly relevant for scholars. For instance,
critics of string theory claim that it is untestable [10,11], and proponents of the multiverse theory
defend their model by creating disprovable predications [12], which both stem from Popper’s
demarcation of science. In quantum mechanics, experiments produce non-deterministic, non-definite
outcomes under the Heisenberg uncertainty principle, giving rise to several ontological questions,
such as what kind of physical reality is depicted by quantum states [13]. In psychology, the mind-
body debate [14], the notion of consciousness and intentionality [15], and the neural basis of emotions
[16] are also closely related to the philosophy. Therefore, funding philosophers would be a
worthwhile goal for the government due to its significance for knowledge production.

In addition, philosophy has the second benefit of encouraging people to reevaluate their values and
morals. Reflecting over the past millennia, modern society finds many ideals and institutions endorsed
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by past societies now morally impermissible, such as slavery and racial segregation, reflecting
philosophic progress within the domain of morality. Today, normative ethics finds its relevance in
several disputed social issues, such as abortion, euthanasia, privacy, animal rights etc. In the future,
one also finds many important questions that need to be addressed by moral philosophy. For instance,
with increased automation, one could ask whether forcing artificial intelligent robots to work for
humans for free could be considered slavery [17]; with the development of genetic engineering, one
could ask whether or not humans have the right to alter the genome of future generations without
their consent [18].

One might challenge the role of philosophy in these situations: does philosophy necessarily make
someone more virtuous? This paper proposes a different question: should the notion of an ideally
‘virtuous’ individual exist in the first place? Given that ethical systems vary greatly across cultures
and time periods, it could be argued that morality is not absolute, but socially constructed [19]. In this
sense, philosophy is beneficial for society not because it induces collective convergence to a ‘correct’
moral code or because it provides ‘true’ answers to the dilemmas above, but because it encourages
social discourse over complex moral issues, allowing a person’s values to shift through amenable
discussion.

To conclude, philosophy advances the common good as a means of knowledge production and
moral revaluation, thereby satisfying criteria 1.

3.  Criteria 2: The Social Value of Philosophy

By considering the dual status of philosophic knowledge as a merit and a public good, it is argued
that philosophic knowledge is underproduced relative to the ‘optimal amount’, thereby warranting
government provision.

Firstly, philosophic knowledge are merit goods because the external benefits it generates for
society are not fully recognized [20]. According to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, only
29% of Americans view philosophy very favorably, the lowest share compared to any other
humanities discipline [21]. Secondly, the classification of philosophic knowledge as a public good,
which entails non-rivalry and non-excludability, also causes it to be underproduced [22]. Philosophic
knowledge satisfies these conditions, because if one person learns about Plato, it does not diminish
the value of Plato’s ideas to others (non-rivalry), and it is difficult to prevent someone from learning
about Plato if they wished to do so (non-excludability) [23]. This causes utility-maximizing
consumers to avoid contributing to the cost of philosophizing, thereby discouraging philosophers
from philosophizing [24].

To compensate for people’s undervaluation of philosophy (merit goods) and resolve the free-rider
problem (public goods), government intervention is warranted, thereby satisfying criteria 2.

4. Criteria 3: The Influence of Government Provision

One potential objection to government intervention is that if philosophers are reliant on the state for
funding, it gives authorities excessive power over the content of their work. It would be an act a self-
denial for the state to employ philosophers who spread philosophic ideas contrary to official doctrine
[25]. By allowing the state to dictate the distribution of financial resources to philosophers, it is argued,
the social utility of philosophic knowledge is diminished.

There are two problems with this counterargument. Firstly, for democratic governments, it is
unlikely that the state would be able to exert undue influence on how philosophers philosophize due
to various checks and balances. For instance, in the US, the distribution of federal research grants is
fully disclosed to the public, and such transparency allows citizens to review the government’s
funding decisions and hold the state accountable [26]. Moreover, most of this funding is given via
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predetermined rules and specific criteria and examined by independent reviews, further lessening the
chance of philosophers being held hostage to the government’s will [27].

Secondly, it is unclear whether the free market would better secure the social utility of philosophic
knowledge than a democratic government. For instance, in the 1960s, private sugar companies paying
nutrition scientists to falsely claim that saturated fats, not sugar, were the cause of various public
health problems [28,29]. These fabricated findings shaped the first Dietary Guidelines of the US and
misled millions of citizens, arguably contributing to the ‘obesity epidemic’ people see today [30].
Similarly, the pharmaceutical industry today has also been accused of bribing scientists in order to
have their drugs approved by regulators [31,32]. More generally, the free market discounts the value
of philosophy by pressuring philosophers to ‘publish or perish’, focusing on solely increasing the
number of publications rather than taking time to refine the quality of their work [33].

5.  Criteria 4: The Morality of Taxation

Some argue that the very act of taxation is immoral, even if it advances the common good. One
pervasive line of reasoning rests on the libertarian principle of self-ownership, which argues that since
individuals are entitled to the product of their own labor, expropriating the fruits of one’s labor would
be morally illegitimate [34]. As Robert Nozick claims, ‘taxation of earnings is on par with forced
labor’ [35].

However, this perspective could be challenged, as the fruits of one’s labor are partially dependent
on natural endowments outside their own control. For instance, one’s genetic inheritance, family and
educational environment, and the society they are born into are all determinants of their wealth, yet
these factors have little to do with their conscious choices. The moral arbitrariness of these
circumstances suggest that one can only claim partial entitlement of one’s earnings. Similar ideas are
expressed in John Rawls’s theory of redistributive justice [36] and luck egalitarianism [37], which
argue distributive shares should not be influenced by the ‘natural lottery’ and that social institutions
should try to offset the effects of misfortune. Thus, the actual fruits of a person’s labor, which are
solely amassed by one’s own responsible decisions, are only a subset of the total income he or she
receives, and the portion of wealth due to luck could be taxed by the government to pay philosophers
without violating individuals’ self-ownership [38].

Furthermore, when taxation is used to fund philosophers, the social benefits of philosophic
knowledge contribute to individuals amassing wealth in the first place. For instance, a businessman
would benefit from scientific advances in engineering and medicine, which is in turn founded on
epistemological principles; a worker would benefit from living in a society in which slavery,
institutional discrimination, and arbitrary government are morally denounced. By benefiting from the
public provision of philosophy, people express tacit consent to the use of taxation by the democratic
governing body to advance the common good [39,40]. Importantly, this defense of taxation does not
rest on a utilitarian or reciprocal basis (as teleological justification is sought here), so the
counterargument that each citizen may not benefit from philosophic knowledge commensurate to the
amount paid in taxes is irrelevant [41,42].

Therefore, from a deontological viewpoint, the means of funding philosophers through taxation is
justified, thereby satisfying criteria 4.

6. Conclusion

With all four criteria satisfied, it is argued that using the force of law to pay philosophers is moral
from both teleological and deontological standpoints. Firstly, philosophy promotes the general
welfare by aiding knowledge production and encouraging social discourse over important moral
issues. Secondly, the dual status of philosophic knowledge as a merit and public good entails
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underproduction, thereby warranting government provision. Thirdly, the influence of government
does not discount the social value of philosophy, due to checks and balances in democratic
governance and inherent issues present in the free market. Fourthly, the means of achieving the
common good is justified since taxation does not infringe on individual freedoms and benefiting from
philosophic knowledge entails tacit consent of such expropriation.
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