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Distributive Justice

• which distributions of benefits and burdens among the
members of a society are (more) ‘just’

• question of high importance

- unjust distributions may have enormously adverse
consequences for certain members of society

- long-term health of overall society may be affected as well
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Principles for Distributive Justice

• ‘difference principle’ (John Rawls)

- inequalities in distribution are justified only insofar as
they benefit the least well-off in society

• ‘social minimum principle’ (Jeremy Waldron)

- establish a fixed social minimum below which no one is
allowed to fall

Our claim:

• Debates over the right principle to use can be informed by an
agent-based computational approach
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‘Justice as Fairness’ (Rawls, 1999)

First Principle of Justice: Each person is to have an
equal right to the most extensive total system of equal
basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty
for all.

Second Principle of Justice: Social and economic
inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both:

2a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged,
consistent with the just savings principle, and

2b) attached to offices and positions open to all under
conditions of fair equality of opportunity.
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The Difference Principle

Egalitarian in spirit:

• accommodates a concern for efficiency within a broadly
egalitarian framework

• inequalities are only justified insofar as they benefit the least
well-off

c1 c2 c3

d1 1 8 10

d2 4 4 4

d3 5 5 6
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Assumptions

Chain connection:

• the expectations of the next-worst-off (x2) rise when the
expectations of the worst-off (x3) rise

Close-knitness:

• expectations of x2 and x3 always either rise or fall (i.e. no flat
stretches) given an increase in the expectations of x1

5 / 20



Introduction Theories of Justice Preliminary Models References

Assumptions

Chain connection:

• the expectations of the next-worst-off (x2) rise when the
expectations of the worst-off (x3) rise

Close-knitness:

• expectations of x2 and x3 always either rise or fall (i.e. no flat
stretches) given an increase in the expectations of x1

5 / 20



Introduction Theories of Justice Preliminary Models References

Assumptions

Chain connection:

• the expectations of the next-worst-off (x2) rise when the
expectations of the worst-off (x3) rise

Close-knitness:

• expectations of x2 and x3 always either rise or fall (i.e. no flat
stretches) given an increase in the expectations of x1

5 / 20



Introduction Theories of Justice Preliminary Models References

Social Primary Goods

• rights, liberties, opportunities,

• income, wealth, sense of self-worth

→ variable (governed by difference principle)
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The Original Position

‘Strains of commitment’

“They cannot enter into agreements that may have consequences
they cannot accept. They will avoid those that they can adhere to
only with great difficulty. Since the original agreement is final and
made in perpetuity, there is no second chance. In view of the
serious nature of the possible consequences, the question of the
burden of commitment is especially acute. A person is choosing
once and for all the standards which are to govern his life
prospects. Moreover, when we enter an agreement we must be able
to honor it even should the worst possibilities prove to be the case.
Otherwise we have not acted in good faith.” (Rawls, 1999, §29).
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First Principle of Justice: Each person is to have an
equal right to the most extensive total system of equal
basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty
for all.
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‘Restricted Utilitarianism’

First Principle of Justice: Each person is to have an
equal right to the most extensive total system of equal
basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty
for all.

Second Principle of Justice: Social and economic
inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both:

2a) governed by “the principle of average utilityaverage utility subject
to a constraint that a certain social
minimum of well-beingminimum of well-being be maintained for every
individual” (Waldron, 1986, p. 22).

2b) attached to offices and positions open to all under
conditions of fair equality of opportunity.

average utility

minimum of well-being
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Restricted Utilitarianism
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Restricted Utilitarianism – Arguments For

Would RU be chosen by the parties in the original position?

• more benefit to society as a whole

• other principles of justice (equal liberty, fair equality of
opportunity) are affirmed

• social minimum is set to what social psychologists consider
necessary for leading decent and tolerable lives

- not just bare subsistence.
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Restricted Utilitarianism – Arguments Against

(1) Reciprocity, alienation, and stability

• in JF, everyone gains from increases in overall well-being

- these ideas of reciprocity and social cooperation are
absent in RU

• large inequalities in well-being will lead to the alienation of the
lower classes (cf. Rawls, 2001; Freeman, 2007)

- declining sense of ‘self-worth’ (one of the primary goods)

- when persons are not inclined – or simply not able – to
participate, stability of (a just) society is undermined

(2) Is fair equality of opportunity really consistent (practically
speaking) with restricted utilitarianism?

Not addressed in this talk

- under this constraint, do the effects of RU and JF become
indistinguishable? (cf. Rawls, 1999, §49).
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Comparing JF and RU — Questions to Address

• Is it the case that society as a whole benefits more in an RU
framework as opposed to a JF framework?

- In a wealth-centred sense?
- In a broader sense?
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Focusing on Wealth — Setup of First Model

• Populate a society with agents of varying levels of wealth;
separated into ‘classes’

• Each round, agents earn income

• “Wealth floor”

- Possibility of setting a minimum level of wealth for agents

• “Difference factor”

- Possibility of capping the difference between minimum
and maximum levels of wealth
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Conditions for JF and RU

• JF and ‘difference principle’: no minimum wealth level, but
there is a maximum factor by which greatest wealth level can
exceed other levels of wealth

• RU and ’social minimum principle’: no cap on difference
factor, but every agent is guaranteed a minimum level of
wealth

• Results compared after a certain timeframe
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Preliminary Results

• Total wealth may generally grow faster in RU environment

• Caveat : Within a certain timeframe, random factors seem to
be very important

• Total wealth in JF framework can reach similar or greater
levels of wealth, usually with a lower difference factor
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Political Stability — Second Model

• Agents are given a level of personal satisfaction

• Calculated based on comparative situation

• Level of political stability
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Some Preliminary Results

• While the average level of satisfaction is often higher in RU,
the difference between levels of satisfaction when considering
different groups is much higher

• Difference factors from 10 to 100 for JF situations can also
lead to vast inequality and a low level of political stability
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Overall Findings

• Not necessarily the case that RU society will realize larger
financial growth within a reasonable timeframe

• To implement the difference principle in the spirit of JF, the
difference factor must be “relatively small”
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Next Steps

• Make models more reflective of reality

- Incorporate more variables that affect income
- Incorporate more variables that affect satisfaction
- Assumptions of chain connection and close-knitness
- Have agents interact

• Determine more precise relationships

- Wealth distribution, level of (dis)satisfaction, and
political stability

- Which difference factor maximizes both wealth and
political stability

19 / 20
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