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The idea of “social injustice”

An inequality is unjust when:

(a) the inequality is unfair, and 

(b) something could in principle be done to 
eliminate the unfairness.



Three Cases of Possible Injustice

Case 1. A police chief will only hire personal relatives – sons,      
daughters, cousins – as police officers.

Case 2. A small shop-owner is only willing to have his son or       
daughter become a co-owner of the store.

Case 3. In one of the richest countries in the world, there are 
millions of people, children and adults, who live in 
desperate poverty.



FAIR PLAY vs FAIR SHARES

Fair play =
moral judgment about procedures not outcomes.
“Fairness” means “equal playing field” -- no discrimination, no special privileges, 
etc. Result = high levels of inequalities of outcomes are fair so long as the 
outcomes were obtained through equal opportunity.

Fair share = 
moral judgment about outcomes, not just procedures.
“Fairness” means everyone is entitled to a share of society's resources 
sufficient to live a dignified, flourishing life (i.e. to have enough to be able to 
participate fully in the exercise of rights and liberties, to be able to exercise and 
develop one’s talents).



The Pragmatic Argument 
in favor of high levels of (unjust) economic inequality

Thesis 1:   Inequality incentives people work harder prosperity 
ultimately benefits the poor 

Thesis 2:   Greater inequality greater incentives greater prosperity 
greater benefits for the poor

Thesis 3: Reducing inequality reduces incentives harms the poor

Practical Policy = tax cuts for the very rich; “trickle down” economics

A Pragmatic Argument = an argument that focuses on 
practical consequences rather than social justice as such.



Criticisms of the Pragmatic Argument for Inequality

1. What is the difference between an “incentive” and “extortion”? 
• If a robber holds a gun to your head and says “your money 

or your life”, is paying the robber an “incentive” for not 
shooting you?

• Elites always claim that privilege is necessary as an 
incentive, but this can just be an exercise of power

2. “Excess Inequality” = more inequality than is really needed for 
incentives



The Pragmatic Argument 
against high levels of economic inequality

Thesis 1:   High Inequality resentment and conflict erodes community 
and cooperation lowers productivity reduces prosperity

Thesis 2:   High inequality concentrations of wealth concentrations of 
power erodes democracy



The Concept of “Exploitation”:

The Saga of 
Li’ll Abner & the Shmoo























Rank ordering of Preferences of Different Classes 
for the Fate of the Shmoos

Capitalist Class 
(the rich)

Working Class
(the poor)

1. Only capitalists get shmoos 1. Everyone gets a shmoo

2. Destroy the shmoos 2. Only workers get shmoos

3. Everyone gets a shmoo 3. Only capitalists get shmoos

4. Only workers get shmoos 4. Destroy the shmoos



(a) Inverse Interdependent Well-being Principle

The material well-being of the advantaged group of people causally 
depends upon the material deprivations of the disadvantaged.

(b) The Exclusion Principle

The causal relation in (a) involves the exclusion of the disadvantaged 
group from access to certain important productive resources controlled 
by the advantaged group.

(c) The Labor Effort Control Principle
(also called “appropriation principle”)

The causal mechanism which translates (b) exclusion into (a) differential 
well-being involves the control over the labor effort and the profits from 
that effort of the disadvantaged group by those who control these 
productive resources.

Non-exploitative Oppression = (a) + (b)
Exploitation = (a) + (b) + (c) 

Three Criteria for Defining “Exploitation”


