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Abstract   

Considering economic inequality as a vulnerability, both in economic and 

social terms, the paper discusses, with the help of the two Rawlsian principles of 

difference (negative case - increase in economic inequality, positive case - decrease in 

economic inequality), nuances of the acceptability or unacceptability of any changes 

in it. The paper is structured in two sections, the context section, which presents the 

basic concepts and details of the difference principle in managing the growth of 

economic inequality, and a discussion section, which examines two aspects: a critical 

evaluation of the originary difference principle and a new (related) difference 

principle that can manage, from a social justice perspective, the decline of economic 

inequality in society. The last part of the paper includes results, conclusions and some 

future research directions. 
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1. Introduction  

 The social and the economic are, on the one hand, structurally and 

functionally correlated, and, on the other hand, they are enough different 

entities (both ontologically and gnoseologically). In this context, generally, the 

social development or the social progress (the progress, in contrast with the 

development, requires values, that is, axiology, to be identified and proved) 
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and the economic development or economic progress must be considered quite 

different concepts. More precisely, the final purpose of the society is social, 

while the mean to get that purpose is (or could be) economic. Although, from 

a praxiological point of view, the current capitalism is an exacerbated way to 

implement the optimality paradigm, it is too less oriented towards the social 

progress (Stiglitz, 2014). Thus, we (our modern societies) are now in the 

situation of a permanent (except the periodical crises which are overcame 

targeting a greater economic growth) economic increase but, it seems, in a 

permanent social decrease. In this paper, this gap (or hiatus) between 

economic increasing and social deterioration will be examined from the 

perspective of economic inequality. More precisely, the economic inequality 

will be viewed through economic capital distribution (and redistribution), 

namely, by intermediation of income (and/or wealth). 

 

2. Paper’s objectives 

 Paper has a unique objective, namely, to propose and evaluate a  

mirrored principle of difference in handling the economic inequality 

(expressed by income/wealth distribution and redistribution within society), 

namely the principle which should act when the economic inequality 

decreases, instead to increase, as examined by the original proposal of Rawls. 

Of course, the objective and the proposal associated are examined, too, from 

the perspective of the (procedural) social justice theory, as the originary 

principle of difference  does as well.  

 

3. Literature review 

The concepts that are part of the area of interest of this paper are 

found in the specialty literature in numerous books and scientific articles that 

aim to answer of some fundamental questions regarding aspects of human 

nature and social relations; the distribution of resources and power in society, 

the status and rights of individuals, but also the access and opportunities they 

have in terms of income distribution in society (Reisch, 2016). Increasing 

economic inequality is detrimental to both individuals and societies, but there 

are studies that show that greater inequality is not associated with a growing 

demand for redistribution of wealth, even if, according to scientific evidence, 

greater equality would be in the interest of anyone, regardless of their 

individual status or the wealth of that society (Cervone & Scatolon, 2019). 
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The framework of social justice (Novak, 2020), formulated by Rawls, shows 

that the rules adopted democratically in a society give individuals the 

opportunity to do both what is best for themselves and others and do not allow 

others to impose their will on the disadvantaged giving everyone the power to 

grow (Whaples, 2019). Scientific articles in the specialty literature on Rawls's 

principle of difference provide answers to a number of questions about the 

constraints of equal basic freedoms and equal opportunities on inequalities 

that are presupposed by the principle of difference, if the principle of 

difference it is a principle of reciprocity, which are the measures necessary to 

realize the principle of difference in ideal conditions of a well-ordered society 

from the conditions of an unjust society (Freeman, 2018). In this paper, the 

author proposes an approach, from the perspective of the theory of procedural 

social justice, of the principle that should act when economic inequality 

decreases instead of increasing as the originary principle of difference  does as 

well. 

 

4. Research organization 

The research is organized in two main sections: a) Background 

section, where the basic concepts and details regarding the principle of 

difference in handling the economic inequality increasing are provided; b) 

Discussion section, where two issues are examined: a) a critical assessing of 

the originary principle of difference; b) a new (paired) principle of difference 

which are able to manage, from the social justice perspective, the economic 

inequality decreasing in the society. Finally, other two sections are included: 

a) Results, which synthesis the main outcomes of the research; b) Conclusions, 

which synthesis the main signification of the results obtained. Some further 

research directions are, too, reported. 

 

5. Background 

The most known principle (and mechanism) introduced into economic 

research and debate regarding the economic inequality is called the principle 

of difference. It was introduced in the specialty literature by John Rawls 

(Rawls, 1999) from the perspective of social justice theory (the theory of 

social justice proposed by Rawls is of a procedural social justice type, but for 

our objectives pursued here such an attribute is not relevant, since any social 

justice theory which would approach this principle should treat it similarly). 
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The principle of difference is a logical consequence of the second principle of 

Rawls-ian theory of justice – regarding the equal access of individuals at the 

positions and opportunities provided by the social cooperation established in 

the initial (originary) position of the social contract designing.  

Essentially, the principle of difference has the following attributes: 

a. is a procedural criterion (and mechanism), as the entire theory of 

social justice proposed by Rawls is, as well; 

b. addresses the economic capital, namely income and/or wealth 

(after the case); 

c. is (asymmetrically) focused on the increasing of economic 

inequality only (although, economic inequality could... equally, 

decrease. As I mentioned, the paper will propose a symmetric 

difference principle designed to complement the standard 

difference principle); 

d. is not concerned about the causes (regardless their nature and 

origins) of economic inequality occurring, but on the effects only, 

that is, about the simple fact of the economic inequality increasing; 

e. does not develop any technical (nor, at least, institutional) way for 

applying the principle (an approach from such a perspective is 

present in the specialty literature (Power, 1999), namely, both an 

institutional and technical proposal regarding a procedure to apply 

the standard (i.e. negative) principle of difference) 

The very formulation of the (standard) principle of difference is as 

follows: the economic inequality increasing is acceptable, from the social 

justice perspective, if and only if, as result of such an increasing, the most 

unfavoured social class in the society is put in a better (economic) situation 

than as any other case of changing of the economic inequality.  

• : the most favoured social class – meaning the individuals 

whose economic capital (Power, 1999), (either income or wealth) are 

placed at the upper of the economic scale distribution of 

income/wealth within the society (in this paper I do not address the 

social scale of distribution of the economic capital to generate the 

two polar social classes. The social classes concerned will be 

considered as given); 
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• : the most unfavoured social class – meaning the individuals 

whose economic capital (either income or wealth) are placed at the 

bottom of the economic scale distribution of income/wealth within 

the society; 

• : economic capital – meaning the income or wealth (or an 

equivalent amount of them) that is distributed, as average, on an 

individual, in any of the two social classes above mentioned; 

✓ : the average economic capital per individual in , at 

moment ; 

✓ : the average economic capital per individual in , at 

moment ; 

• : the coefficient of economic inequality changing (to be mentioned 

that neither Rawls, nor other contractarians proceduralists in the 

social justice matter do not established a quantitative threshold 

above which an increase in the economic inequality occurs (Piketty, 

2014). For the purpose of this paper, I will not addressing, as well, 

this issue although, of course, it is not lack importance and 

relevance, especially from the point of view of public policy, that is, 

of the state intervention.); 

• : the numerical interval within which the value of  means that 

economic inequality in the given society has increased (so, that 

increasing is placed above a pre-established threshold); 

• : the period (e.g. annually) for which the economic inequality 

changing is measured (it is recommendable that be taken into 

consideration a number of consecutive years, by averaging, in order 

to avoid the accidental and reversible changes in the economic 

inequality values. 

Thus, the following equations and inequations can then be written: 

•  

•  economic inequality increasing is done 

•  economic inequality increasing is not done 
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•  economic inequality increasing is not done (we have, in 

fact, a decrease of the economic inequality), in fact, precisely this 

case constitutes the purpose of my paper, as we shall see further. 

So, the standard (I would call the standard principle of difference as negative 

principle of difference because it becomes active (that is, works) in the 

(negative, from the social justice perspective) case in which the economic 

inequality increases) principle of difference is applicable in the only case 

when . Let us put the condition of acceptability of the 

economic inequality increasing from the point of view of the standard (i.e. 

negative) principle of difference. The mechanism to apply the standard 

principle of difference can be shown as in Figure 1.  
Figure 1. The standard (negative) principle of difference working 

A

B

 
Source: author 

Regarding the minimal threshold of the  I have already opined 

before, by claiming that such a qualitative value must be established (it is 

important to specify that value is not theoretically inferable, it should be 

established based on empirical evidence, so in a contextual way, since it is 

strongly local and temporal). But Figure 1 „suggests” that must be operated 

also a maximal such a threshold. Indeed, I think that above a given value 

(empirically to be stablished, as well) of  it is praxiologically impossible to 

use the standard principle of difference to ensure that the individuals 

belonging to  could arrive in a better state comparative with any other 

case of economic inequality varying. I think that, in such a case, simply the 

standard principle of difference cesses to work in the direction which the 

(procedural) social justice theory requires (to be mentioned that this issue is 
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not at all approached by specialty literature, exactly as in the case of minimal 

threshold).  

 

6. Methodology 

The methodology used to get the proposed objective is the logical and 

institutional analysis, like the methodology used in treating the originary 

principle of difference. The main features of that methodology are the 

followings: a) defining of the concepts involved based on sufficiency 

predicates, in order to avoid any misunderstandings or confusions; b) using 

logical formalisms, aimed at to provide accuracy of reasoning and judges;      

c) using suggestive graphs in order to provide intuitive understanding of the 

mechanisms or phenomena debated; d) using exhaustive taxonomies aimed at 

eliminating (or drastically mitigating) of the risks of losing significant 

”individuals” in the species involved. 

 

7. Discussion 

Starting from those mentioned in Background, I shall now introduce 

my proposal to complete, in a complementary (mirrored) way, the standard 

(negative) principle of difference in the topic of economic inequality 

changing. I remind that the negative principle of difference acts in the case in 

which the economic inequality at the society level, as measured by our 

coefficient  increases, namely it increases over the minimal value (threshold) 

of . So, the mirrored principle should address the symmetrical case in which 

the economic inequality in the society decreases. 

7.1. The logical cases of economic inequality decreasing 

The economic inequality decreasing, at the society level, can occur 

(that is, ) in the following ways (we note: ; 

): 

(I) ; 

(II) ; 

(III) ; 

(IV) ; 

(V) . 

Figure 2 visualises the five cases in which the economic inequality 

can decrease. 
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Figure 2. The five distinct cases of economic inequality decreasing 
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Source: author 

7.2. About the thresholds in case of economic inequality decreasing 

The issue of threshold is equally relevant and significant in both cases 

of increasing and decreasing of economic inequality. In this paragraph I shall 

discuss two aspects in the matter: a) the significance of threshold as such; b) 

the distinction (if any) between the signification of the threshold in the case of 

economic inequality increasing and the in the case of economic inequality 

decreasing. 

(a) General signification of the thresholds in the economic inequality matter 

Economic inequality is a double result: 1) a result of objective 

measuring, using the statistical tools, based, for example on the average 

individual level of income (or wealth, after the case); 2) a result of subjective 

(idiosincratic) perception/evaluation of individuals themselves about the gap 

between their income/wealth and the income/wealth of other individuals, 

usually placed in a different social class from the point of view of economic 

capital distribution inside the society. The first result is rather a public 

statement on the economic inequality, being opposable to all individuals in the 

society and allowing few contests because its homogeneity of application – 

that is, the same methodology is applied for any and for all individuals 

concerned. Instead, the second result of establishing the economic inequality 

size is much more disputable. Although, prima facie, it seems this way to 

measure the economic inequality is inadequate because its high level of 

subjectivity (moreover, such a measurement is inevitably volatile and 
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contextual), in fact, the economic (and social as well) behaviour of individuals 

is more influenced by their perception (i.e. private perception) on the 

economic inequality than by the objective (public) such a measurement (quite 

recently, the subjectivity involved by our decisions and behavior has been 

carried to new signification (and credibility as well) by the works of 

psychologists/economists in the field of Behavioral Economics - like 

Kahneman, Sunstein, Ariely, Thaler) (Kahneman, 2011). At any rate, 

regardless we consider the objective or the subjective measure of the 

economic inequality, it seems be clear that not any variation of that inequality 

generates (Sen, 1997) the same impact on the individual’s decision and 

behaviour. But this means exactly that only passing above a given (or 

subjectively accepted, after the case), the economic inequality changing (either 

by increasing or by decreasing) counts for individuals and, of course, for the 

society as a whole, for example for designing and adjusting the public policies 

(fiscal, budgetary, social, of income, etc.). 

(b) Threshold in economic inequality increasing vs. threshold in 

economic inequality decreasing 

The possible distinction between the impact of passing above the 

ceiling threshold of economic inequality vs. passing below the floor threshold 

of economic inequality is of equal importance as the existence as such of those 

thresholds. I remind to reader that individual’s preference for risk differ 

whether it is talking about gains or about loses. Thus, passing above the 

ceiling threshold, the economic inequality triggers more anxiety than passing 

below the floor threshold and so on. On my opinion, although the first insight 

could indicate else, passing below the floor threshold could generate more 

pessimistic expectations regarding the „driver” of the economic progress 

which is generally considered a some tension at the society level based on a 

given degree of economic inequality (I shall hold a single example: the higher 

is the level of income of some a social class (which, indeed, signifies some a 

level of economic inequality) the more is the propension to investment of the 

individuals belonging to that social class, so, the more the benefits for the 

society as a whole (see here the perspective of the fundamentalist libertarians). 

Certainly, there is an asymmetry between the signal issued by violation of the 

ceiling threshold comparative with the signal issue by violation of the floor 

threshold, and this asymmetry is, most probably, different for different 
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individuals, even if they belong to the same social class from the point of view 

of the average economic capital held. 

7.3. The positive principle of difference 

The negative principle of difference (further ) addresses, as said 

before, the cases in which the economic inequality (Berg, 2019) increases at 

the level of society between the average economic capital (e.g. income) of 

individuals belonging to  and that of the individuals belonging to 

. Using the above notations,  is applicable when we have 

. This paragraph put the mirrored question: what about the 

case in which , that is, in the case when the economic 

inequality decreases (the case  will be not examined, because 

it exits from ). In providing a solution (or, at least, an opinion), I think three 

issues must be approached here: a) the criterion of acceptability of economic 

inequality decreasing; b) formulating of the positive principle of difference 

(further ); c) the mechanism that must be involved in operationalizing the . 

(a) the criterion 

• first, I must remind which is the criterion of applying the : an 

economic inequality increasing is acceptable (at the society level) if and 

only if that increasing move the individuals of  in a better 

(economic) position than in any other alternative; 

➢ so, it is not talking about an absolute improvement of that economic 

position/state, but about the best alternative regarding the economic 

position/state in case, that is about a relative assessment; 

➢ the NPD presupposes a counter-factual examination of all feasible 

(that is, concomitantly possible and desirable) alternatives to the 

economic inequality increasing, which is, as I think, principled 

impossible in the economic/social field; 

• thus, in the case of NPD, from logical point of view, the individuals of  

are asked if they agree with that economic inequality increasing. The individuals 

asked will provide the answer: yes, if our economic position/state will be better 

than else. So, applying of  implies the agreement of those affected by the 

economic inequality increasing; 

• symmetrically, when the question of economic inequality decreasing is 

on the table, the individuals of  must be asked if they agree with 

such a decreasing; 
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• in order to positively answer the question, the individuals of  must 

have, in turn, a criterion based on which to decide, like the individuals of 

 in the  case; 

• in my opinion, the criterion for individuals of  to accept the 

economic inequality decreasing should be perfectly symmetrically with 

that of individuals of  for the case of economic inequality 

increasing, namely: a decrease of economic inequality is acceptable at 

society level if and only if the (economic) position/state of the individuals 

of  will be better than else. 

(b)  the positive principle of difference 

Based on the discussion above, the positive principle of difference 

( ) is a social justice principle which acts in the case in which the 

economic inequality decreases at the society level.  has the following 

main features: 

• addresses the interest of individuals of ; 

• presupposes, too, (that is, like ) an ex ante counter-factual 

examination of all feasible alternatives to economic inequality 

decreasing; 

• implies thresholds of the size of economic inequality decreasing at which 

 will be triggered. 

(c)  mechanism – some technical examination 

The mechanism of  action is in mirror with the mechanism of 

 action. However, I want to discuss an issue that seems to provide a very 

interesting line of research in order to establish if the two principles of 

difference, negative and positive, respectively could be integrated into a 

unique principle of difference ( ). In this paragraph, I only shall sketch such 

a possibility, based especially on the five ways in which economic inequality 

can decrease at society level (see, also, Figure 2). Briefly, my opinion in this 

matter is describable as following: 

• among the five possible cases of economic inequality decreasing 

(paragraph 5.1), cases I and IV seems to be more acceptable for 

individuals of , although the economic inequality decreases at 

society level; this acceptability is based on the fact that  does not 

decrease – in case I, , while in case IV,  remains constant; 
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• thus, I think that in cases I and IV, the individuals of  are presumed 

to positively answer to the question if they accept the economic 

inequality decreasing (a symmetrical question arises regarding the 

individuals of  in case I as viewed in mirror, that is in the case of 

economic inequality increasing: 

. Although the economic 

inequality increases, the individuals of   are already in a better 

position/state against their previous position/state (but, of course, not 

against any other alternative to economic inequality increasing); 

• so, the question addressed to individuals of  (and their answer) are 

relevant particularly in the cases II, III, and V. 

 

8. Results 

Economic inequality is an economic (and social) vulnerability which, 

however, can be handled using the two principles of difference, either negative 

or positive, after the case – that is, negative in the case of economic inequality 

increasing, and positive in the case of economic inequality decreasing. The 

acceptability or the non-acceptability of any change in the economic inequality 

must be examined and treated on rational bases, that is, using a maximin 

approaching by intermediation of the two mentioned principles of difference. 

Not all cases of economic inequality changing (either upward or downward) 

are of the same relevance from the point of view of acceptability (either by 

individuals of  or by individuals of . In fact, both principles of 

difference seems need furthermore analytical (without losing their generality) 

development in order to get specific protocols of treating the phenomenon of 

economic inequality in its largest extent and significant consequences. 

The positive principle of difference – which is my proposal in the 

paper – is identified and described based on the logical analysis which, 

according to the announced methodology of research, helped me to get the 

conceptual asymmetry beared by the original Rawlsian negative principle of 

difference. The methodology used helped me, also, to identify the criterion 

which can confer the acceptability for the case of inequality decreasing. In 

fact, from the social justice perspective, it should work a mirrored criterion for 

the  when the inequality gap mitigates. The logical symmetry required 

by the methodology put in place led me finding the fair such a criterion, 

namely the better position of individuals of , compared with any other 
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social arrangement regarding the economic inequality, when the economic 

inequality decreases. The exhaustive logical ventilation (provided by the 

methodology used) allowed getting of the three (from five) cases of economic 

inequality decreasing which are significant (and relevant) for my proposal to 

complete the Rawlsian negative principle of difference with the positive one. 

Our basic result – namely, the way of identification of the positive 

principle of difference, as well as the criterion of the acceptability of economic 

inequality decreasing – is not discussed in the relevant literature, probably 

because the economic inequality decreasing is considered a good fact for the 

society. But the beneficial consequences of the economic inequality 

decreasing are not evident at all, they still require a logical investigation, as 

this paper tried to deliver. Do not be forgot that the libertarians highlighted 

especially the beneficial impact of the economic inequality increasing (Hayek, 

2011) and, following them, other economists (Piketty, 2014) or social 

philosophers have neglected the (obvious, however) symmetrical process, that 

is, that of economic inequality decreasing.  

 

9. Conclusions 

The positive principle of difference has the same right to scientific 

citizenship in the theory of social justice as the negative one. In fact, the 

economic inequality gaps in society is the resultant of the permanent increases 

and decreases of the economic inequality. Both of principles are claimed to 

explain and to offer institutional mechanisms and procedures to fairly and 

efficiently handle these gaps. In my opinion, the contractarian proceduralist 

theory of social justice must naturally integrate the positive principle of 

difference. At the same time, a normative economic theory (which I prefer to 

call Political Economics) should pay more attention to the positive principle of 

difference and, in the context, to find and implement normative procedures for 

its real working. Unfortunately, neither regarding the negative principle of 

difference, there are implemented working norms (Pańkowska, 2020). Our 

results regarding the positive principle of difference could be credited, I 

believe, as a… principle of difference applied to the principle of difference, 

because it provide an equitable treatment of the two mirrored principles of 

difference. 

Our research has, of course, the inherent limitations which accompany 

a new proposal. For example, it takes over the very limitation of the original 
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negative principle of difference, namely the income/wealth called to provide 

the measure of the economic inequality. Another limitation (which will be 

approached in a next study) refers to the fact that the two principles act in true 

co-evolution process, so the reciprocal reaction norms should be described, 

formalized (logically or algebraically, after the case) in a NP-principle of 

difference (that is, negative-positive principle of difference), or the principle 

of difference mix. 

 

10. Further research directions 

I think three main directions of further research in this matter should 

be approached: a) the issue of thresholds (both as ceiling threshold and of 

floor one), both for  and for ; b) the issue of the conditioning of 

principle of difference (either negative or positive) from the type (or the case) 

of increasing or, after the case, of decreasing of the economic inequality; c) if 

the individuals of  might be placed into a worse position/state if the 

economic inequality decreases, but, by the contrary, into a better one if the 

economic inequality increases, how should be evaluated the best alternative of 

economic inequality changing? 
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