
Chapter 2: Principles of Justice in Different Situations and
Contexts – Background

Discoveries from a variety of fields ranging from evolutionary biology, psy-
chology, political science and economics or sociology have all contributed
to the understanding of our complex relationship towards distributive justice
and the principles we refer to, when solving allocation problems and legit-
imising our choices. These principles include concerns for equality, need and
merit, on deservingness, proportionality or efficiency (alternatively: overall
utility / prosperity) to name a few. However, in agreement with Deutsch
(1975) and Miller (1992) among others, I would argue that the differenti-
ation into the three principles of merit, equality and need, is perhaps the
most useful, because together they cover most ground and are maximally
independent principles1. I will call these the three basic principles of jus-
tice or allocation norms. Other considerations, such as those pertaining to
reciprocity and efficiency are naturally also useful for our understanding
of people’s evaluative judgements and choices on questions of distributive
justice. However, I argue here, that reciprocity and efficiency are best un-
derstood as overarching general rules of conduct that can also be applied
to allocation problems. Depending on the situation, they can then lead to
equitable, equal or needs-based distributions. As an example, depending on
which goal I am pursuing, I will be maximising other goods, so that if the
goal is to maximise the overall productivity of a company, then distributing
resources such as in the form of end of year bonuses according to merit
can be understood as efficient and reciprocal at the same time. However,
this scenario only works out if competitive mechanisms are at work. Where
people are required to display high degrees of cooperation, such as when
working on a problem together, distributing according to the equality norm
could be the most efficient because using this allocation norm encourages
mutual respect and solidarity; thus creating an ideal cooperative working
environment. If we allow for a more long-term perspective, we see that this
could actually be in line with a reciprocity norm as well: If we assume that the
same factors that contribute to higher levels of respect and solidarity in the

1 By contrast, as we shall see, the accountability principle and equity rule are conceptually
very similar, and are best treated as one and the same allocation norm.
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work environment also contribute to employee satisfaction, then the happy
employee might reciprocate by staying in the company and exerting higher
effort levels (loosely based on arguments and theory found in Deutsch 1975;
Leventhal 1976; Fiske 1992). This functional perspective on justice will be
discussed in much more detail in the subchapter Situations, describing how
the situation affects our choice of allocation norm.

One of the most important differences between these allocation norms is
the underlying motivation behind their application. Distributing according
to merit, or an equity norm, which will be used interchangeably throughout
this book, is motivated by notions of deservingness: Because someone did
something, made or failed to make a contribution, they deserve to be rewarded
or punished more or less proportionately to their input. In everyday language,
when we say that “someone deserves what they get”, we are referring to
an equity norm. The principle of equality is founded in egalitarianism. It
builds on the assumption of what Scanlon calls basic moral equality or “the
idea that everyone counts morally, regardless of differences such as their
race, their gender, and where they live” (Scanlon 2018, p. 4). When we
apply the equality norm, such as when we give everyone an equally sized
piece of a birthday cake, we are normally contributing to a harmonious,
tensionless situation. The needs-based approach is motivated by a desire to
help someone (Leeds 1963). When we unselfishly give someone who does
not have (enough of) something and we think they would benefit from having
(more of) that particular resource, we are distributing according to need. We
apply the needs-based approach when we are motivated by a desire to make
their situation better than it would otherwise be, such as when we make a
donation after a natural disaster. Typically we expect nothing in return, except
maybe to feel a warm glow or other social or psychological benefit (Olson
2003; Andreoni 1990), but what motivates us are the consequences of our
altruistic act for others.

However, it is not uncommon for us to acknowledge the legitimacy and
usefulness of multiple principles of justice not only in general, but also
in a particular instance (Leventhal 1976). When more than one principle
of justice is salient at the same time, this can make the ensuing allocation
decision complex. In some cases, several allocation norms will point in the
same direction, that is, favour the same outcome. This is the case when, for
example, a potential recipient is both needy and deserving. Then it will be an
easy decision to allocate resources to this person’s benefit. However, cases
like this, in which several principles of justice favour the same outcome, are
more of an exception than a rule. In most cases, simultaneous adherence to
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A. Principles of Justice

different principles comes with the problem that single principles demand
outcomes that conflict with one another. Person A might be needy but may not
be making (or be able to make) much of a contribution to a certain goal, while
person B might be rich in both resources as well as output or contributions.
Wanting to accommodate the needs of person A and at the same time punish
them for not having exerted enough effort leads to a dilemma. And it becomes
more complicated when we also take person B into the equation who has no
need but who, from a meritocratic perspective, deserves to be rewarded. We
are then forced to apply the competing principles of justice according to a
rank order in terms of their legitimacy or functionality in a given situation.
Focusing on one principle is a possible solution. However, if we acknowledge
the legitimacy of more than one principle, then concentrating on just one will
lead to an unsatisfactory outcome. We are left with the option of assigning
figurative weights to the opposing justice principles and allocating resources
according to this weighted combination (Leventhal 1976; Boulding 1988).
The mechanisms guiding our choice of justice principles and the weights we
assign to them in different situations will be discussed in further detail in the
second part of this chapter. Before that, we will take a closer look at each of
the three principles of justice we will be focusing on throughout the book:
merit, equality and need.

A. Principles of Justice

Throughout the book, it will be assumed that when making a justice evaluation
or, more actively, allocating goods, people primarily rely on a combination of
merit, equality and need considerations (Deutsch 1975; Deutsch 1985). Given
the wide interest in the subject and the different points of view depending
on the field, it is not surprising that arguments have been put forward for
alternative principles of distributive justice (Konow 1996; Konow 2000;
Konow 2001; Frohlich 2007). While these other allocation norms will not be
ignored, we will focus on the three aforementioned principles. For a better
understanding, in the following, each of these — merit, equality and need
— will be summarised briefly and put into relation with the other allocation
norms.
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I. Merit

Homo economicus, a term which was coined in reaction to the influential
works by John Stuart Mill (Persky 1995), portrays humans as rational, mean-
ing: goal-oriented, selfish free agents. With the gradual rise, starting in the
nineteenth century, of economic man, primarily referred to as homo economi-
cus, it became increasingly normal (granted: primarily among researchers of
specific fields) to regard human behaviour through the lens of this theoretical
construct. From this point of view on human nature, it comes as no surprise
that it became natural to think of justice in terms of inputs and outputs:

The rule of justice says that a man’s rewards in exchange with others should be
proportional to his investments. (Homans 1961, p. 235)

Building on Homan’s (1961) theory of social exchange, Adams (1963; 1965)
formulated a theory of justice, which she called equity theory. The idea is
that people are constantly in situations in which they exchange one thing or
service for another and this exchange is often evaluated in terms of fairness.
There is always the danger that one or all people involved in the exchange
will perceive the transaction as inequitable, especially when exchanging ser-
vices for pay (Adams 1965, p. 276). In brief, the theory postulates that in
situations in which social exchanges happen, such as between employer and
employee, people are constantly keeping balance of the inputs, such as effort,
and outputs or rewards, in this case their wage. Both inputs and outputs are
evaluated subjectively. What counts as an input is what the person contribut-
ing considers an input (Adams 1963). Also, the respective magnitudes of
the inputs and outputs are not measured in absolute terms but relative to a
reference person or group. When outputs are perceived as proportional to in-
puts, then the evaluator perceives the social exchange as equitable. In Adam’s
words: “Inequity exists for Person whenever he perceives that the ratio of
his outcomes to inputs and the ratio of Other’s outcomes to Other’s inputs
are unequal.” (Adams 1965, p. 280). If outputs or rewards are perceived as
too high or more so, when they are perceived as too low, this inequity is
felt as an injustice, such as in the form of relative deprivation (Adams 1965;
Merton and Lazarsfeld 1974). This perceived injustice causes (di)stress in
the form of cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957; Adams 1963). To reduce
these negative emotions, people can resort to a multitude of strategies such
as by either changing their inputs or outputs till they feel they have achieved
equity, or through cognitive distortions. However, usually people face various
constraints in their quest to restore equity, because it is rarely possible to
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A. Principles of Justice

raise outputs (we can again think of wage), and many forms of inputs are
relatively stable (such as education and ability), so that effort is one of the
rare and perhaps most obvious input factors we can adjust.2

Through cognitive distortion of either their own or other’s inputs and out-
puts, people can make themselves believe that a given exchange is equitable
or proportional. If they do not succeed in reducing the inequity or adjusting
their beliefs, then people continue to feel uneasy about the perceived inequity
and might choose to remove themselves from the exchange situation (such as
quitting a job) (Adams 1963). Not long after Adams first formalised equity
theory (Adams 1963), Walster, Berscheid and Walster (1973) developed the
theory further. They make the distinction between assets as inputs, entitling
a person to rewards, and liabilities, “entitling” a person to costs. They fur-
thermore stress that depending on the settings or situations other things will
count as assets or liabilities.

In industrial settings, assets such as ‘capital’ or ‘manual labor’ are seen as relevant
inputs — inputs that legitimately entitle the contributor to reward. In social settings,
assets such as physical beauty or kindness are generally seen as assets entitling the
possessor to social reward. Social liabilities such as boorishness or cruelty are seen
as liabilities entitling one to costs. (E. Walster, Berscheid, and G. W. Walster 1973,
p. 152)

Additionally, there seems to be widespread agreement that people indeed
often at least implicitly refer to proportionality, or an equal balance of give
and take in their conceptions of fairness. Although equity theory, as Lerner
points out, seems “extremely explicit about the way people decide what is
equitable or just”, in fact, since justice comes in different forms within even
a single society, it is much more “nebulous and vague” than it appears at
first (Lerner 1977, pp. 23–24). This leads him to question the utility of the
theory, which he argues is “more illusory than real” (Lerner 1977, p. 24).
In this same vein, Schwartz (1975, p. 132) questions whether the theory is
meaningful and falsifiable if basically anything can be made out to be an

2 It is worth noting here that both Homans (1961, p. 236) as well as Adams (1963, p. 423)
count gender as well as ethnicity or race as an input factor or an investment. “On
the man’s side of the exchange are his education, intelligence, experience, training,
skill, seniority, age, sex, ethnic background, social status, and, of course, the effort
he expends on the job. Under special circumstances other attributes will be relevant.
These may be personal appearance or attractiveness, health, possession of certain tools,
the characteristics of one’s spouse, and so on.” (Adams 1965, pp. 276–277). If people
unconsciously agree with this view, this is a potential mechanism for the explanation
of discrimination such as due to skin colour and gender.
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input; even needs (Marshall et al. 1999; Schwartz 1975). Anyhow, it seems
straightforward to say that equity theory and the merit-based approach in
general are only different in so far as the equity principle includes the con-
cept of proportionality more explicitly. There is no fundamental substantive
difference between the concepts. Additionally, equity theory is also very
closely related to some other conceptions of justice principles such as to
what Konow (1996; 2000) calls the accountability principle, which he at
one point claims is the principle of justice. The accountability principle is
basically equivalent to the merit principle, but applied only to factors over
which someone has control and can thus be made accountable for (Konow
2000). This brings to mind Miller’s (1992; 2003) desert principle which
conflates merit and proportionality as Marshall (1999) points out. However,
in defence of this approach, the latter author also points out that, according
to Miller’s (1992) own empirical research, this roughly corresponds to what
most “ordinary people” think of as just. According to his findings, people
apparently believe that those who have contributed something deserve a re-
ward of equivalent value (D. Miller 1992; Marshall et al. 1999). Throughout
this book, when referring to equity theory (or the theory of proportionality)
(E. Walster, Berscheid, and G. W. Walster 1973), the terms will be used
broadly and include other related concepts such as merit and desert, since
there is considerable overlap in the literature. The reason for this is that they
share a characteristic that is important for the research at hand. Equity, desert
and merit all rely on the belief that there should exist a positive relationship
between inputs and outputs. Additionally, it will be implied here, that this
positive relationship should also satisfy proportionality demands. This means
that when we are referring to merit, equity or desert, we are fundamentally
referring to the belief or postulate that individuals should receive outputs
that are in proportion to the inputs they provided.

II. Equality

As much as the merit-based approach and its various conceptualizations have
been treated as natural and rational, and sometimes even as the only relevant
allocation norm (e.g. E. Walster, Berscheid, and G. W. Walster 1973; Konow
1996), the other two basic principles seem to be considered less convincing.
One reason is historical:

Radical egalitarianism is now the orphan of a defunct socialism. The unruly and
abandoned child of the liberal enlightenment had been taken in by socialism in the
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A. Principles of Justice

mid-nineteenth century. Protected and overshadowed by its new foster parent, radical
egalitarianism was relieved of the burden of arguing its own case: as socialism’s
foster child, equality would be the byproduct of an unprecedented post-capitalist
order, not something to be defended morally and promoted politically on its own
terms in the world as it is. (Bowles and Gintis 2002, p. 1)

Another reason for favouring the merit-based approach can be seen as a
direct product of our collective socialisation in a market economy. Because
economic values tend to spill over to other spheres of life, this has led to a
pervasiveness of economic rationality, apparent in the commodification of
virtually every sphere of life (Diesing 1973; Deutsch 1975). The findings of
Henrich et al. (2004) who performed game experiments3 in 15 small-scale
societies support this view. While the researchers witnessed a wide variability
in the participants’ behaviour, they found that the best predictor of their game
behaviours was the organisation of economic interactions in their respective
societies (Henrich, Fehr, and Gintis 2004).

The degree to which post-industrialised Western societies have embraced
the equity principle as a powerful norm manifests itself in concepts such
as meritocracy, to which these societies pride themselves in subscribing to
(Hadjar 2008). The scepticism with which the equality norm has been met,
is evident in declarations such as this:

(...) equality is not a principle of fairness; at best it is a special case of the princi-
ples when members are equally accountable, efficient or needy. (...) however, when
information about relevant differences, e.g. discretionary variables, is unavailable
or insufficient, such differences are assumed away, and equal splits represent the
observer’s best estimate of fair allocations. The ceteris paribus assumption probably
also underlies equality when available information is subject to differing interpreta-
tions and equality is viewed as a simple means of avoiding costly information search
and/or costly disputes. (Konow 2001, p. 159)

However, in his later work, Konow acknowledges the equality norm as well
as the needs-based approach, attributing them to the egalitarian and social-
contract traditions that “incorporate a concern for the wellbeing of the least
well-off members of society” (Konow 2003, p. 1189). More specifically,
Konow refers to Marxism and Rawls’ theory of justice, which he associates
with the needs principle, understood as a call for the “equal satisfaction of
basic needs” (Konow 2003, p. 1189). While the two principles of justice do

3 The games played were: the dictator game, the ultimatum game and the public goods
game. Since they have more extensive cross-cultural data from the ultimatum games,
the results build primarily on data from this game (Henrich, Fehr, and Gintis 2004,
p. 50).
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share more in common with each other than the merit principle, this conflation
of the principles is nonetheless not quite accurate. It shows however, that
when talking about equality or egalitarianism, we must first clarify what
we mean. Depending on how we stretch the term, we are talking less about
whether equality is desirable or rational and more about what exactly we
want to equalise or for whom (Sen 2009). In this book, egalitarianism and the
principle of equality refer to the “long tradition in political theory which holds
that in some sense, however hard to define, all men are equal as human beings
and require to be treated as such” (Runciman 1967, p. 274). Or as Deutsch put
it: “Equality frequently is based on a sense of the equal, divine value of every
person” (Deutsch 1985, p. 42). This basic notion of the equality of (wo)man
in the moral sphere, one of the key postulations of the enlightenment, is often
credited (e.g. Frohlich 2007, p. 255) to Kant (2003; 1991) and the therefrom
deducible moral obligation to treat human beings as ends in themselves.
The acceptance of this basic notion of the moral equality of people and “the
expansion of the range of people it is acknowledged to cover, has been perhaps
the most important form of moral progress over the centuries” (Scanlon 2018,
p. 4).

One of the most prominent manifestations of this basic assumption of
equality in recent theoretical work is perhaps John Rawls’ Justice as fairness.
In it, Rawls claims to present what rational people in the so called original
position, operating behind a veil of ignorance would agree upon as a just
system of distribution. The agreement is fair in that everyone is considered
equal in this hypothetical state of nature and no one knows what position
they would end up occupying in society and what their natural endowments
would be. Hence, no one has an incentive to advocate for principles of justice
that would primarily benefit a particular group of people over others. It is
thus reasonable to assume that one’s positions would be impartial (Rawls
2005). From this standpoint, Rawls argues, people would opt for a society that
guarantees equal distributions of “all social values — liberty and opportunity,
income and wealth, and the social bases of self-respect” unless if departing
from this initial equality would benefit everyone and particularly the least
well off4 (Rawls 2005, p. 54). Furthermore, Rawls argues that the positions
in society would need to be open to all and that people would be able to
achieve them “under conditions of fair equality of opportunity” (Rawls 2005,
p. 302). While Rawls’ theory, with this particular application of the equality

4 Rawls later specifies that it is the least well off who should benefit from any inequalities
(not necessarily everyone) (Rawls 2005, p. 302).
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norm, has received much attention and earned both praise and criticism, the
underlying assumption of equality has been hard to shatter.

As Sen argues, basically “every normative theory of social justice that has
received support and advocacy in recent times seems to demand equality
of something — something that is regarded as particularly important in
that theory” (Sen 2001, p. xi). Next to those philosophers typically labeled
egalitarians or liberals such as Rawls, Meade, Dworkin, Nagel or Scanlon, he
argues that even libertarians such as Nozick demand equal rights to liberty for
everyone. And ultimately, utilitarianism (Mill et al. 2003; Harsany 2020) is
egalitarian in that everyone’s utility has the same worth (Sen 2009, pp. 291–
292). Sen argues that in the end, it is not a question of equality yes or no, but
“equality of what?” (Sen 2009, p. 292). For Sen, demanding equal treatment
of people on the basis of their equality as human beings amounts to being
impartial or objective (Sen 2009, pp. 293–294). Quintessentially, he argues
that even theories and schools of thought that seem anti-egalitarian at first,
are all alike in that they claim “equality in some space”. Egalitarians would
typically claim equality pertaining to wealth, income or utilities, while their
libertarian or other anti-egalitarian opponents would advocate for equal
rights and liberties or just deserts (Sen 2009, p. 295). Ronald Dworkin, a
resource egalitarian, also makes this point in Sovereign Virtue (Dworkin
2002, pp. 131–133). Sen’s own capability approach — in which he argues
from a human development perspective and vehemently rejects the subjective
utility approach typically adopted in the context of welfare economics —
also builds on an egalitarian foundation, and especially, by his own account,
the works of Aristotle, Smith and Marx (Sen 2006, p. 43). Sen illustrates
how the utilitarian approach fails to adequately take objective deprivation
into account, by concentrating on different forms of mental metrics, such as
happiness or pleasure. Sen builds his arguments around the basic egalitarian
assumption that to be convincing, we need to demonstrate equal concern
for all humans at least on some level (Sen 2001, p. ix). He makes the case
for the capability approach on the grounds that the capabilities of people to
live full lives should be our measure of whether or not we are succeeding
in treating people as moral equals (Sen 2006). As an example, the essential
failing of a primary goods approach — that can be understood as listing a
partly commodity-based set of basic human needs ”in their status as free
and equal citizens, and as normal and fully cooperating members of society
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over a complete life” (Rawls 1999, p. xiii)5 — is that people differ in their
capabilities to make use of the apportioned goods. Although the concepts
both have similar intentions, the crucial difference is that “primary goods
are means to freedoms, whereas capabilities are expressions of freedoms
themselves”6 (Sen 2006). Aristotle famously said that “wealth is not the good
we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for the sake of something else”
(Aristotle 2000). It is this that Sen is referring to when he advocates for the
capabilities approach over Rawls’ (2005) or Dworkin’s (2002) egalitarianism.
Demanding equality of resources can be seen as a means to achieving equality
of capability, which is in the end what can be valued as an ends in itself, as it
allows people the freedom to live their lives to their full potential (Sen 2009).
And although Marxism strictly speaking demands a need-based and explicitly
not a resource-egalitarian approach — this is a common misunderstanding
— the idea of enabling people to live their lives to their full potential is an
inherently Marxist view, which however goes at least as far back as Aristotle
and his idea of a flourishing life (Aristotle 2000). Marxists have argued that
if we take this pursuit of a full dignified life for all seriously, granting formal
equality is not enough. To be able to exercise our rights to an autonomous
life as free individuals, a certain degree of equality in the economic sphere
is a prerequisite (Marx and Engels 1976; Nielsen 1986). Precisely this is
captured in Sen’s capability approach:

In contrast with the utility-based or resource-based lines of thinking, individual
advantage is judged in the capability approach by a person’s capability to do things he
or she has reason to value. A person’s advantage in terms of opportunities is judged
to be lower than that of another if she has less capability – less real opportunity – to
achieve those things that she has reason to value. The focus here is on the freedom
that a person actually has to do this or be that – things that he or she may value doing
or being. Obviously, the things we value most are particularly important for us to be
able to achieve. But the idea of freedom also respects our being free to determine
what we want, what we value and ultimately what we decide to choose. The concept
of capability is thus linked closely with the opportunity aspect of freedom, seen in
terms of ‘comprehensive’ opportunities, and not just focusing on what happens at
‘culmination’. (Sen 2009, pp. 231–232)

This perspective on the right to individual freedom and realistic opportunities
to live a life one values, is also found in Dworkin’s (1981; 2002) resource

5 Note that this definition of primary goods is taken from Rawls’ revised edition of his A
Theory of Justice.

6 What Sen criticises about the concept of primary goods was previously criticised by
Arrow (1973) who pointed to the fact that e.g. a sick person, needing expensive medical
care, would need more primary goods to achieve the same outcome as a healthy person.
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egalitarianism and John Roemer’s equality of opportunity approach (Roemer
and Trannoy 2016). To be able to live autonomous lives in dignity, we need
to combine both the right to freedom and equality. Expressing his agree-
ment with some of Rawls’ fundamental assumptions, Dworkin stresses the
importance of equality for our sense of justice:

(...) Our intuitions about justice presuppose not only that people have rights but that
one right among these is fundamental and even axiomatic. This most fundamental of
rights is a distinct conception of the right to equality, which I call the right to equal
concern and respect. (Dworkin 1977, p. xii)

In his defense of the principle of equality against libertarian concerns7,
Dworkin goes on to state that there is in fact no real tension between the
values of liberty and equality. This is because there is no inherent value of
liberty in and of itself independently of what it can contribute to individual
welfare (Dworkin 2002, pp. 120–183) but as a means, a prerequisite to
living a life in dignity. It is the right to equality from which conventional
rights are derived and not from a general and abstract right to liberty. He
thus contradicts the “popular and dangerous idea that individualism is the
enemy of equality. That idea is the common mistake of libertarians who hate
equality and egalitarians who hate liberty; each attacks his own ideal under
its other name” (Dworkin 1977, p. xiii). The point is that, granting equal
formal rights while adhering to a libertarian self-ownership (Nozick 2013)
notion, as Western democratic states tend to do, is hypocritical in that people
will have very different capabilities or means of exercising their rights and
achieving their versions of a good life. In democratic societies, people might
be formally equal and free, but since people start at very different levels in
terms of resources, some people will face horrendous constraints on their
choice sets, so that their lives will be more dictated by circumstance than by
their choice. Norman’s book Free and Equal (1987) also takes up this view of
freedom and equality requiring each other by arguing that we need a certain
amount of equality of power, wealth and opportunity, to be free. Freedom
is understood as having the possibility to choose how we want to live our
lives, and this is not possible when we live under severe constraints (Norman
1987). Furthermore, even though Cohen (1988) finds much to criticise in
Norman’s (1987) conceptualisations of freedom and equality, their views on
justice are inherently very similar:

7 Nozick famously argued against equality on the grounds that it interferes with individual
liberty to make choices that would lead to unequal outcomes (Nozick 2013).
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People’s advantages are unjustly unequal (or unjustly equal) when the inequality
(or equality) reflects unequal access to advantage, as opposed to patterns of choice
against a background of equality of access. (G. A. Cohen 1989, p. 920)

This is also what Roemer (1998) addresses with his equal opportunity ap-
proach that stresses the role of unequal initial distributions of resources for
advancement and outcomes. A child with disabilities will need more atten-
tion by the teacher to reach the same goals as another child, given the same
levels of effort (Roemer 1998, p. 14). To equalise their chances of reaching
equal outcomes, under the assumption that they are both willing to exert the
same efforts to achieve their goals8, we would need to address their differ-
ing needs. And this is why “‘need’ and ‘equality’ as distributive values are
closely linked and sometimes not distinguished. It is commonly assumed
that individuals equally deserve the basic human goods that are required to
fulfill their fundamental needs; they do not have to earn them”(Deutsch 1985,
p. 43).

Summing up, although not everyone (Konow 2000; Graham F Wagstaff
1998) agrees on it, we shall follow the example of many empirical studies
on the subject and treat equality as an independent principle of distributive
justice (e.g. Robinson and W. Bell 1978; Arts and Gelissen 2001; Lewin-
Epstein, Kaplan, and Levanon 2003; d’Anjou, Steijn, and Van Aarsen 1995).
Throughout this book, equality will be used in the simplest and purest form.
When we refer to the equality principle, we mean a situation in which everyone
gets the same amount irrespective of other considerations such as need and
merit. Following this resource-egalitarian approach is useful for our purposes
because it allows us to conceptually differentiate between the three basic
allocation norms of merit, equality and need9

8 Roemer works under the presupposition that inequalities are only unjust when they can
be attributed to factors for which people are not responsible. This also corresponds to
what Konow (2000) refers to with his accountability principle and generally to what
goes under the name of luck egalitarianism (E. S. Anderson 1999).

9 On a critical note; in the case that recipients tie on their merit or need scores or a
combination of these, splitting the proverbial pie between them does not carry the same
qualitative meaning as an egalitarian distribution with the same outcome. If the reason
behind an equal division is not motivated by egalitarian concerns but is a result of
applying a merit-based or needs-based norm or both, deducing a preference for equality
from the equal outcomes will lead to an overestimation of egalitarianism.
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III. Need

In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the
individual to the division of labour, and therewith also the antithesis between mental
and physical labour, has vanished; after labour has become not only a means of
life but life’s prime want; after the productive forces have also increased with the
all-round development of the individual, and all the springs of co-operative wealth
flow more abundantly— only then can the narrow horizon of bourgeois right be
crossed in its entirety and society inscribe on its banners: From each according to
his ability, to each according to his needs! (Marx and Engels 1976, p. 19)

Although Marxism and communism are commonly associated with egali-
tarianism and equality of resources, and this has been a source of academic
debate (Nielsen 1988; G. A. Cohen and Graham 1990), it is conceptually
more useful for our purposes to associate these philosophies with a needs-
based approach. This is not to say that a needs-based and egalitarian approach
do not go well together if we want to equalise chances for equal outcomes.
Recognising that people have different natural endowments, and thus propen-
sities for reaching certain outcomes, if a society’s goal is that every individual
should have the freedom to live the life they choose, then levelling the playing
field, in the sense of compensating people for initial differences, is a must.
And this calls for a needs-based approach. Also, as we have seen, much
of the work in political theory and moral philosophy that has built on the
foundation of the core values of the enlightenment has come to the same con-
clusion, even though they may have ended up using different frameworks and
words. Among these theories are the above mentioned capability approach
(Sen 2006) and perhaps most explicitly, Roemer’s formulation of equality of
opportunity (1998). Essentially, what is being said, is that for people to be
able to exercise their freedom, they need to have equal opportunities or equal
means for developing the capabilities they need in order to be able to live the
lives they choose. However, these theories are not conventionally referred
to as needs-based, whereas Marxism must be and has led some to name the
needs-based approach the Marxist principle of justice (e.g. Lerner 1974). In
his famous Critique of the Gotha Project (Marx and Engels 1976), Marx
outlines the actions and resulting developments that would have to precede
the rise of a communist order, with a socialist system as a bridge between
capitalism and his vision of a communist society. During this transitive phase,
the capitalist logic would still prevail and workers would receive back from
society according to their contributions in the form of their labour, which is
to say, the equity norm would be the dominant allocation rule:

37
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748926955-25, am 18.08.2024, 00:20:43

Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748926955-25
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


Chapter 2: Principles of Justice in Different Situations and Contexts – Background

The right of the producers is proportional to the labour they supply; the equality
consists in the fact that measurement is made with an equal standard, labour. But
one man is superior to another physically or mentally and so supplies more labour
in the same time, or can labour for a longer time; and labour, to serve as a measure,
must be defined by its duration or intensity, otherwise it ceases to be a standard of
measurement. This equal right is an unequal right for unequal labour. It recognises
no class differences, because everyone is only a worker like everyone else; but it
tacitly recognises unequal individual endowment and thus productive capacity as
natural privileges. It is, therefore, a right of inequality, in its content, like every right.
(Marx and Engels 1976, p. 18)

It is only after this phase, that a higher state of communism can be reached in
which everyone contributes according to their ability and receives according
to their needs. While the liberal equity norm focuses on maximising overall
efficiency by compensating individuals proportionately to their contributions,
invoking the needs-based norm has an overall different goal. This is to say
that applying a needs-based approach is motivated by humanitarian consid-
erations10, that acknowledge the rights of people to certain resources on the
sole basis of their humanity. Instead of distributing resources proportionately
to inputs, as the equity norm would require, a needs-based approach often
implies that a person forgoes (a share of their) resources for someone else’s
benefit. Importantly, the person giving up resources receives nothing in return,
or is at least not consciously doing it with expectations of future reciprocation
(Schwartz 1975, p. 112). Leeds (1963) makes this distinction very clear in
her attempt to add to the reciprocity norm the norm of giving, as she calls the
needs-based approach. Essentially, the distinction lies in the motivation for
the giving. To be considered as complying with the norm of giving, which is
to say, to qualify as an altruistic act, the allocation of resources to the benefit
of another must be benevolent, voluntary and most importantly, the action
must be treated “as an end in itself” (Leeds 1963, pp. 230–231). Adopting a
needs-based approach is thus associated with assuming social responsibility
and helping. The principle guides our behaviour in allocation problems when
we are “concerned with the welfare of the needy as human beings, regardless
of their other inputs” or applies when people feel “responsible for others
even when they are not found in an ongoing relationship of social exchange”
(Schwartz 1975, pp. 112–113). This basically constitutes an autonomous
altruistic act (Macaulay 1970). However, here we will extend the definition
of a needs-based approach to include people we are in a close relationship

10 This is why, for example, Schwartz (1975) refers to it as the humanitarian or need-
based norm.
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with. And indeed it has often been suggested that the needs-based approach
is primarily adopted in intimate relationships and among close kin. These
relationships are characterised by a sense of shared identity (Lerner 1974).
Also, it has been acknowledged that we feel higher expectations to distribute
according to needs in intimate relationships (Schwartz 1975, p. 114). There
is much evidence suggesting that adherence to the needs-based norm is more
likely when our sense of social responsibility has been activated (Schwartz
1975; Leventhal 1976) and that conversely, when we remove responsibility,
people tend to be less generous (Charness 2000). Additionally, psychologists
have sometimes advocated for the consideration of the so-called norm of
mutual responsiveness (Pruitt 1972; Leventhal 1976) as an additional factor
encouraging a needs-based approach to distributive justice. However, this
concept does not add anything to what is already captured by the social
responsibility norm and reciprocal altruism (Trivers 1971). Furthermore, the
propensity to act altruistically is also structured by attractiveness, liking and
emotional involvement with the recipient (Krebs 1970; Golightly, Huffman,
and Byrne 1972; Pandey and Griffitt 1974). On the whole, this seems to sug-
gest that the closer we are to someone, the more connected we feel to them,
the more likely we are to apply a needs-based approach and the less we will
focus on other concerns. While some authors have argued that true altruism
must occur outside of close kinship ties (e.g. Schwartz 1975), we will not be
making this distinction. In fact this notion is best understood as a response
to Hamilton’s (Hamilton 1964) proposition on the genetical evolution of
(pro)social behaviour, in which he argues that altruistic tendencies developed
as a means of maximising inclusive fitness. The underlying assumption is
that it makes sense to invest in caregiving towards offspring and other close
relatives even at a cost to ourselves, because through their survival, we can
ensure that copies of our own genes survive. So then, “a gene causing its
possessor to give parental care will then leave more replica genes in the next
generation than an allele having the opposite tendency” (Hamilton 1964,
p. 1). His reasoning leads Hamilton to the following, perhaps somewhat
scandalising, conclusion:

This means that for a hereditary tendency to perform an action of this kind to evolve
the benefit to a sib must average at least twice the loss to the individual, the benefit
to a half-sib must be at least four times the loss, to a cousin eight times and so on.
To express the matter more vividly, in the world of our model organisms, whose
behaviour is determined strictly by genotype, we expect to find that no one is prepared
to sacrifice his life for any single person but that everyone will sacrifice it when he
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can thereby save more than two brothers, or four half-brothers, or eight first cousins
... (Hamilton 1964, p. 16)

No wonder then, that others have dismissed this “attempt to explain altruistic
behavior in terms of natural selection” as “models designed to take the
altruism out of altruism” (Trivers 1971, p. 35). Trivers tries to bring back the
altruism to altruism by suggesting reciprocal altruism and its implications as
an alternative mechanism for the evolution of prosocial behaviours. In this
spirit, altruism will be understood more broadly throughout the book and
include all instances motivated by the desire to make someone other than
oneself better off.

Summing up, we can say that while we can differentiate between the three
principles of justice: merit, equality and need, they are also intricately inter-
twined and often build on related moral philosophical foundations. Perhaps
it is most useful to think of the differing motivation for applying either one as
the most striking distinguishing factor between the three principles. While eq-
uity/merit is usually associated with the selfishness-motive, need and equality
are often perceived as being motivated by altruistic considerations (Graham F
Wagstaff 1998). The latter two principles are more similar to each other than
the merit principle, since they are both concerned with addressing the moral
equality of people as opposed to treating people according to what they have
to offer. As a next step, we will take a closer look at some findings on who
applies which principles and when, before trying to uncover the mechanisms
behind it all.

B. When Do We Prioritise Which Principle?

Factors on the individual level, the context in which individuals are embedded,
as well as the situation in which an allocation problem arises, all affect the
way individuals will end up distributing goods. That is, the principles of
justice people use to guide them in their allocation decisions will depend on
a variety of factors and their interactions.

To gain a better understanding of these interdependent effects influencing
our perceptions of what constitutes a just distribution, we will think in terms
of mechanisms (Coleman 2000; Hedström and Swedberg 1998; Elster 1989)
throughout. On an individual level, we will assume that people are rational
actors trying to maximise expected utility, and their choices regarding justice
will be guided by their beliefs and preferences (Elster 2009; Myerson 2004).
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With effects of context, I will primarily be referring to socialisation, as a
powerful source of influence on attitudes towards distributive justice. Social-
isation shapes both our values and beliefs; thus leading to the internalisation
of context-specific social norms. Thus, an attempt will be made to “dissect
the social” (Hedström 2005) and name the relevant mechanisms behind what
normally goes under “socialisation”, because otherwise it is no more than
a black box statement (Hedström and Swedberg 1998; Boudon 2014). On
top of this, the situation will have an effect on the resulting distribution,
because depending on the social relational structure (Deutsch 1975; Fiske
1992), people will be following different goals when allocating resources.
Accordingly, their maximisation strategies will differ depending on what they
want to achieve.

In this chapter, we will go through some of the most relevant mechanisms
on each level, starting with those on the individual level. We will then move
on to mechanisms leading to different perceptions of justice according to the
situation, and last but certainly not least we will discuss context. Throughout,
an attempt will be made to disentangle the various aspects of distributive
justice by applying “nuts and bolts” thinking (Elster 1989; Elster 2007;
Coleman 2000).

I. Mechanisms on the Level of the Individual: A Rational Choice
Framework

The birth of formal rational choice theory11, and with it game theory, is
attributed to mathematician John Von Neumann and economist Oskar Mor-
genstern and their influential book Theory of Games and Economic Behaviour
which was first published in 1944 (Neumann and Morgenstern 1953). Build-
ing on this foundation, many related frameworks aiming to explain human
behaviour, the first and most direct application being expected utility theory
(EU), emerged. Therefrom, subjective expected utility theory (SEU) was
developed (L. J. Savage 1972), the conceptually very similar prospect theory
(Kahneman and Tversky 1979) and the desires, beliefs and opportunities
theory of action (DBO) (Hedström 2005). To discuss them all in detail would
go beyond the scope of this book, however let it be mentioned that next

11 Alternatively, this will also be called the theory of rational action or simply choice
theory.
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to the formal differences of the theories, there has been much controversy
surrounding the concept of rational action:

Much of political game theory is predicated on the idea that people rationally pursue
goals subject to constraints imposed by physical resources and the expected behavior
of other actors. The assumption of rationality is often controversial. Indeed one of the
most lively debates in the social sciences is the role of rationality and intentionality
as a predictor of behavior. (Myerson 2004, p. 6)

However, without wanting to tap into the ongoing debates on these theories
too much, let it simply be noted here that the main differences come down
to different views on human nature. These discrepancies culminate in such
constructs as homo economicus (Persky 1995), homo sociologicus (Dahren-
dorf 2006), or homo reciprocans (Bowles and Gintis 1998b). Throughout
this book, it will be assumed that human nature corresponds most to what is
summarised as homo reciprocans, however I will refrain from exclusively
relying on one of the constructs and will instead follow a more integrative
approach, including insights from different paradigms.

For our conception of rational action, we will rely on a very basic set of
axioms that are inherent to all these versions, simply summarised in Jon
Elster’s work: “When faced with several courses of action, people usually
do what they believe is likely to have the best overall outcome” (Elster
1989, p. 22). These courses of action can be understood in terms of what
constitutes their opportunity set, or in other words, the options they have
left after constraints on actions have been taken into account (Elster 1989;
Austen-Smith and Banks 1999). From the choices a person believes to be
available to them, individuals will choose what suits their preferences best:
“In fact, what explains the action is the person’s desires together with his
beliefs about the opportunities” (Elster 1989, p. 20). These beliefs are a matter
of probabilities (Elster 1989, p. 26) and desires are the “only independent
element, to which all others are subservient” (Elster 1989, p. 30). To choose
what one desires most, given beliefs and constraints, is simply to choose what
is optimal in a given circumstance and can thus be said to maximise utility12

(Elster 1989). At a later stage, Elster uses an even more modest terminology,
stating that a “rational actor is one who acts for sufficient reasons” (Elster
2009, p. 2). And he stresses that the “idea of rationality is often but wrongly
related to that of the actor’s private good or self-interest in the moralists’

12 While talking about an individual maximising utility, Elster would prefer us to keep in
mind “that this is nothing but a convenient way of saying that he does what he most
prefers” (Elster 1989, p. 23).
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sense” (Elster 2009, pp. 2–3). This point is also made in Itzhak Gilboas
textbook on Rational Choice: “To say that someone maximises a utility
function is merely to say that she is coherent in her choices” (Gilboa 2010,
p. 17). To sum up, in assuming rationality, we simply mean that from the
options in their relevant choice set — that is, the options people actually
have and also believe in — people will choose what they prefer. There is
no assumption of selfishness involved: a rational action can also be brought
about by other-regarding preferences or reciprocity considerations.

1. Preferences and Distributive Justice

In the following, we will go through some of the most relevant mechanisms
through which rational actors can be affected in their perceptions of distribu-
tive justice. The elaborated mechanisms primarily affect preference formation
processes or motives and beliefs pertaining to justice attitudes.

a) Self-Interest Motive

In his article on The justice motive: Some hypotheses as to its origins and
forms social psychologist Melvin Lerner laments: “It appears obvious that at
some point justice theory has to accept and incorporate the fact that people do
act out of simple desire and greed rather than according to what they deserve
or what is just for all concerned” (Lerner 1977, p. 28). While this may seem
distressful to some, in the field of economics, it has long been considered
the logical way of thinking about human behaviour in the framework of
a rational choice approach. In their models, economists have traditionally
either explicitly or implicitly implied that only selfish or overtly self-interested
behaviour is to be considered rational:

Although not logically required for the pursuit of standard economic analyses, true
belief in nonfairness appears to be common among economists. It is often viewed as
an embarrassment to the basic theory that people vote, do not always free ride, and
commonly allocate resources equitably to others and to themselves when they are
free to do otherwise. There is a clear preference for treating apparent indications of
fairness (or of irrationality) as isolated phenomena of little economic significance.
(Kahneman, Knetsch, and R. Thaler 1986, p. 286)

For this view of humans as inherently self-interested 18th century moral
philosopher and economist Adam Smith (1976) is commonly held account-

43
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748926955-25, am 18.08.2024, 00:20:43

Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748926955-25
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


Chapter 2: Principles of Justice in Different Situations and Contexts – Background

able. However many authors have argued that this is due to a misreading of
his The Theory of Moral Sentiments:

How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in
his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness
necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing
it. Of this kind is pity or compassion, the emotion which we feel for the misery of
others, when we either see it, or are made to conceive it in a very lively manner. That
we often derive sorrow from the sorrow of others, is a matter of fact too obvious to
require any instances to prove it; for this sentiment, like all the other original passions
of human nature, is by no means confined to the virtuous and humane, though they
perhaps may feel it with the most exquisite sensibility. The greatest ruffian, the most
hardened violator of the laws of society, is not altogether without it. (A. Smith 2002,
p. 11)

However, it is true that even in this passage, Smith starts with an assumption
of selfishness. And John Stuart Mill’s work further encouraged this view
of economic man pursuing four goals: “accumulation, leisure, luxury and
procreation” (Persky 1995, p. 223). While this was always meant as a way
of abstraction and reduction for the sake of theory, some have taken it very
seriously, such as Francis Edgeworth who insisted that “the first principle of
Economics is that every agent is actuated only by self-interest” (Edgeworth
1881, p. 16). In the Tragedy of the Commons Hardin (1968) also builds his
arguments using a short-term self-interest definition of rationality to show
that when individual maximisation conflicts with the preservation of public
goods, this often leads to the destruction of the latter. He uses the example
of herders sharing a commons: For every individual herder, the gain of one
extra animal grazing on the commons outweighs the negative consequences
of overgrazing, the costs of which are shared by everyone. He concludes that
when we are free to use common goods, this will inevitably lead to their
destruction (Hardin 1968).

For a long time, evidence of other-regarding behaviours, such as when
participants in ultimatum or dictator games give away (large) portions of
what they were given to split between themselves and other players, was
treated as somewhat of a puzzle or threat to economic theory. Slowly but
surely, this has been changing. For example, in their research on reciprocity
and support for the welfare state, Fong et al. (2006) conclude that while there
is ample support for the self-interest motive and, e.g. those who are better
off are more opposed to redistributional policies, additionally other motives
appear to be at work (Fong, Bowles, and Gintis 2006; Roberts 1977). They
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argue that in nearly all groups, representatives of homo economicus, the pure
altruist and the strong reciprocator will be present. They go on to say that:

(...) the problem of institutional design is not, as the classical economists thought,
that uniformly self-regarding individuals be induced to interact in ways producing
desirable aggregate outcomes, but rather that a mix of motives — self-regarding,
reciprocal, and altruistic — interact in ways that prevent the self-regarding from
exploiting the generous and hence unraveling cooperation when it is beneficial. (Fong,
Bowles, and Gintis 2006, p. 1445)

These additional motives of behaviour will be looked into in more detail in the
following. However, we still have ample evidence suggesting that self-interest
is a pervasive and powerful motive in human behaviour. For example, results
from a series of studies on support for the welfare state and redistribution
show that social class predicts preferences in the direction consistent with self-
interest: Those from lower class backgrounds support welfare state measures
to a higher degree than those from more privileged backgrounds (Lewin-
Epstein, Kaplan, and Levanon 2003; Shepelak 1989; Arts and Gelissen
2001). Using data from the ‘Haves and Have-Nots Perceptions of Fairness
and Opportunity’ 1998 Gallup Poll, Fong (2001) also finds that those with
higher incomes of $150,000 and upwards are less supportive of redistribution
than those with lower incomes of only under $10,000. At the same time, those
who constantly worry about their bills are more supportive of redistributive
measures than those who rarely do. Additionally, next to differential views
on distributive justice along class lines, Fong furthermore finds that men,
whites, those who are married, those with at least some college education
and those who are not union members, are all less supportive of redistributive
policies (Fong 2001).

However, even more than they are affected by self-interest, Fong finds that
people’s preferences towards redistribution depend on their beliefs about the
roles of luck, effort and opportunities on how people fare in life (Fong 2001,
p. 240). Fong shows that these beliefs about the causes of life outcomes can be
usefully categorised into self-determination versus exogenous-determination.
In line with the reasoning of Bowles and Gintis (2000) as well as Kluegel and
Smith (1986), preferences surrounding redistribution can then be interpreted
as corresponding to an equity or reciprocity norm. This is because people
are more willing to support policies that help those they do not blame for
their disadvantaged position but simply regard as victims of bad luck13 (Fong

13 This will be discussed in more detail in the subchapter on Beliefs and Distributive
Justice.
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2001). Fong rightly points out that these tendencies could also be explained
in terms of self-interest. If poverty is predominantly believed to be caused
by factors that are out of an individual’s control, it makes sense for people
to insure themselves against bad luck, because they could end up poor and
needing assistance too. However, reciprocity and altruism are further possible
reasons for the endorsement of redistributive policies (Fong 2001; Fong,
Bowles, and Gintis 2006).

b) Reciprocity

In 1925 sociologist Marcel Mauss, nephew of Émile Durkheim, published
Essai sur le don: forme et raison de l’échange dans les sociétés archaïques.
In this essay on gift exchange in archaic societies, he states that:

It is easy to find a large number of facts on the obligation to receive. A clan, household,
association or guest are constrained to demand hospitality, to receive presents, to
barter or to make blood and marriage alliances.(...) The obligation to give is no less
important. If we understood this, we should also know how men came to exchange
things with each other. We merely point out a few facts. To refuse to give, or to fail
to invite, is — like refusing to accept — the equivalent of a declaration of war; it
is a refusal of friendship and intercourse. Again, one gives because one is forced to
do so, because the recipient has a sort of proprietary right over everything which
belongs to the donor. (Mauss 1966, p. 11)

In his work14, which stands in the social anthropological tradition, Mauss
argues that social conventions should be understood in terms of their broader
meaning for the maintenance of social relations between individuals as well
as groups. He demonstrates how gift-exchange rituals are a way of creating
bonds and dependencies. Through the reciprocity norm, receiving a gift
puts an obligation on the receiver to give something back. Until they do
so, the receiver is indebted to the donor, which creates a power imbalance
between them. This is why in some archaic societies, receiving a gift was
dreaded. However, since refusing a gift is not an option unless one wants to
endanger the relationship, people and whole societies have created a whole
array of customs that bind them to one another through complex perpetual
gift-exchange systems (Mauss 1966).

In the world of game theory, reciprocity received wide recognition after
Anatol Rapoport submitted a program that employed a tit-for-tat strategy
in a computer tournament aimed at studying effective strategies for iterated

14 Mauss’ work was mostly written in the first half of the 20th century.
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prisoner’s dilemma games. In the aftermath of these tournaments, launched
in 1979 by Robert Axelrod, he sums up tit-for-tat and advocates for the
usefulness of the strategy for the resolution of conflict in his paper Effective
Choice in the Prisoner’s Dilemma:

Suppose, for example, that in an interaction between the United States and the Soviet
Union, both sides are following a strategy of TIT FOR TAT: cooperate initially, and
thereafter cooperate if the other side cooperated last time and defect if the other side
defected last time. This pair of strategies would lead to an unending series of mutual
cooperation. (R. Axelrod 1980, p. 4)

While the generalisability of the approach as presented in Axelrod’s Effec-
tive Choice in the Prisoner’s Dilemma (1980) has recently been questioned
(Amnon Rapoport, Seale, and Colman 2015), the reciprocity norm can still
be seen as a dominant strategy that can serve individual interests best in the
long run (Trivers 1971; Kreps et al. 1982; Bowles and Gintis 2011). In this
vein, political economist Elinor Ostrom has shown how individuals operating
under conditions of reciprocity, trust and reputation can achieve ‘better than
rational’ outcomes by not succumbing to short run self-interest (Ostrom 1998,
p. 1). However, one could say that by establishing a link between actions and
time, Ostrom gives a valuable hint. If we look at the consequences of selfish
actions over time, we might see how even though they may produce short
term benefits, in the long run, they may prove to work against us. Because
of the tendency of others to reciprocate, in many cases it would have been
in our own best interest to act in a more cooperative manner. And others
who have done precisely this and looked at these issues from an evolutionary
perspective would say that altruism has been overall fitness-enhancing:

From an evolutionary viewpoint, we argue that ethical behavior was fitness-enhancing
in the years marking the emergence of Homo sapiens because human groups with
many altruists fared better than groups of selfish individuals, and the fitness losses
sustained by altruists were more than compensated by the superior performance of
the groups in which they congregated. (Gintis et al. 2008, p. 241)

This is why it seems useful to make the conceptual distinction between
self-interest and selfishness.

c) Other-Regarding / Altruistic Preferences and Rationality

For a long time the self-interest motive (Edgeworth 1881) was a taken-for-
granted assumption, or falsely assumed as the only preference in economic
models with a rational action framework (Fehr and Schmidt 1999; Fong,
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Bowles, and Gintis 2006). As a consequence, the responses to innumerable
indications of other-regarding behaviours (many examples of which are
summarised in Ostrom and Walker 2003; Bowles and Gintis 1998b; Bowles
and Gintis 2011; Kolm and Mercier Ythier 2006) have been diverse. One has
been to treat these deviations from the self-interest axiom as indications of
other-regarding preferences or inequity aversion (Fehr and Schmidt 1999;
Andreoni and J. Miller 2002; Eckel and Grossman 1996):

Rational action theory assumes that individuals act in ways that maximise their total
utility and assumes that the action taken will be instrumental to gaining rewards given
the opportunity set. However, this does not logically imply that the chosen action
itself cannot be of value in itself. (Gintis 2007, p. 9)

A second response has been to use this evidence of altruism as a basis from
which to construct a new understanding of human nature as an inherently
cooperative species and to interpret the departures from self-interest in terms
of reciprocity (Ostrom 1998; Gintis 2000; Bowles and Gintis 2011; R. M.
Axelrod 2006). A third strategy, which is often explained in reference to the
reciprocity norm, was to say that in the long run, altruistic acts are in an
individual’s own best self-interest. Those building on considerations from
evolutionary biology and assuming a homo reciprocans understanding of
human nature have argued in this vein (Ostrom 1998; Gintis 2000; Trivers
1971). However, even without assumptions of reciprocity, from an evolution-
ary perspective, altruism and self-sacrifice can still be interpreted in terms
of self-interest by integrating considerations of inclusive fitness (Hamilton
1963).

It will here be assumed that all these mechanisms apply. While in some
cases our behaviour will be guided by genuine other-regarding concerns,
sometimes a (seemingly) altruistic act will be performed out of an enlightened
self-interest or a reciprocity norm.

2. Beliefs and Distributive Justice

Beliefs lead any action. (Boudon 2014, p. 29)

While we choose what we most prefer from our opportunity set, beliefs
about what exactly lies in our opportunity set and also beliefs about how
we can best reach our goals are a crucial aspect. “The person may fail to be
aware of certain opportunities and therefore not choose the best available
means of realizing his desire” (Elster 1989, p. 20). Thus, information about
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opportunities and also about the effects of actions leading to a preferred state
are important. The information that shapes the beliefs of a rational actor are
thus “variable rather than a given” (Elster 2009, p. 27). For example, approval
of policies that redistribute bottom-up drops once people are provided with
information on the true effects of such policies (Faricy and Ellis 2014, p. 53).
However, normative beliefs are probably just as crucial for the explanation
of choices. Boudon (2014) as well as Peter Hedström and Richard Swedberg
(1998) highlight the importance of normative beliefs, saying that if they are
included in a rational choice framework, mechanisms can be disclosed and
there need be no black boxes. In the following, some of the beliefs relevant
to questions of distributive justice will be discussed briefly. These include
beliefs about the sources of inequalities, sources of bias in the perception of
inequalities and cognitive mechanisms of coping with discrepancies between
what one has or does not have and what one thinks would be just.

a) Bad Luck versus Lack of Effort

Perhaps one of the most powerful beliefs in the realm of distributive justice
are those pertaining to the question of how the poor got poor and the rich
got rich. There is a tremendous amount of evidence from around the (primar-
ily Western) world suggesting that regardless of their own socio-economic
background, people who believe that poverty is caused by bad luck support
redistribution policies more than those who believe poverty is caused by lack
of effort. Conversely, if people believe that the rich attained their privileged
position by working hard, they are more likely to say that the affluent deserve
what they have and that no policies aiming at reducing the gap between rich
and poor are necessary (Fong 2001; Fong, Bowles, and Gintis 2006; Gilens
1999; Williamson 1974).

Another finding in the same vein, that has received much empirical support,
is that the “nineteenth-century distinction between the deserving and the
undeserving poor is still alive and well” (D. Miller 1992, p. 574). Willingness
to help only those among the poor who are perceived as deserving, in the
sense that they are not to blame for their situation, has been found time and
time again (e.g. Cohn, White, and Sanders 2000; Lerner 1977; Graham F.
Wagstaff 1994; Fong, Bowles, and Gintis 2006). Both this willingness to
help only the deserving as well as general beliefs about who got where how
can be understood in the context of equity theory (Graham F Wagstaff 1998,
p. 118) but are also in line with the related accountability principle:
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The entitlement varies in direct proportion to the value of the subject’s relevant dis-
cretionary variables, ignoring other variables, but does not hold a subject accountable
for differences in the values of exogenous variables. (...) In other words, this principle
proposes that, for allocation purposes, subjects be held accountable only for factors
they can reasonably influence. Of course, different interpretations of what constitutes
discretionary or exogenous variables may sometimes be expected. (Konow 2000,
p. 1075)

However, not only does the accountability principle lay a foundation for the
understanding of whose needs will be met more willingly, it also explains
self-deceptive behaviours when it comes to legitimising the status quo.

b) Self-Serving Bias

In an article on Social Mobility and Redistributive Politics Thomas Piketty
makes the interesting observation that while “people from different social
backgrounds share a wide consensus about abstract principles of distributive
justice”, which he describes as very much in line with the merit and account-
ability principles, the rich tend to think that success is caused by “personal
qualities such as effort and ambition”, while the poor attribute the reasons
for success and failure primarily to structural factors (Piketty 1995, p. 555).
This is no news. In Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft Max Weber also mentions
this self-serving belief:

The fates of human beings are not equal. Men differ in their states of health or wealth
or social status or what not. Simple observation shows that in every such situation he
who is more favored feels the never ceasing need to look upon his position as in some
way “legitimate”, upon his advantage as “deserved”, and the other’s disadvantage as
being brought about by the latter’s “fault”. That the purely accidental causes of the
difference may be ever so obvious makes no difference. (Weber 1978, p. 953)

So while the rich and the poor may for the most part agree on merit as
a legitimate norm for the allocation of rewards and punishments in their
respective contexts, they will have different sentiments when it comes to
explaining how an outcome was achieved, i.e, their causal attributions will
differ. And these differences in perceptions matter:

It makes a real difference, for example, whether a person discovers that the stick
that struck him fell from a rotting tree or was hurled by an enemy. Attribution in
terms of impersonal and personal causes, and with the latter, in terms of intent, are
everyday occurrences that determine much of our understanding of and reaction to
our surroundings. (Heider 1964, p. 16)
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The difference in perceptions by social position is what Piketty (1995) would
describe as a self-serving attribution bias. Another form of self-serving
bias has been found by social psychologists in regard to the equity norm.
People have a higher tolerance threshold for inequitable outcomes if they
are profitable for them than in the case of an unfavourable disparity (Adams
1965; Leventhal, Weiss, and Long 1969). From a functionalist perspective,
this self-serving bias has multiple purposes. For one, it can provide people
with a justification for choosing what best serves their material interests.
More generally however, this cognitive distortion can be considered useful in
helping to create a balance between the emotional and cognitive selves and
thus to restoring cognitive balance (Heider 1964). This roughly corresponds
to Parson’s (2017) concept of an integration problem within the personality-
system. Integration problems are accordingly solved by:

(...) actions which change the perception or cognition of the situation: these may be
overt operations which change the situation, and thus change the perception of it, or
they may be operations of reorganization of the perceived facts so they no longer
conflict, or they may be merely operations which change the perceptions without
either changing the situation (as the observer sees it) or getting a new organization of
the facts. (Parsons and Shils 2017, p. 122)

Another such strategy that allows us to restore cognitive balance or achieve
system integration is the so called belief in a just world (Heider 1964; Rubin
and Peplau 1975).

c) Belief in a Just World and Rationalisation

If people primarily think about justice in terms of the equity or accountability
norm, then it seems likely they will compare their own situations with the
requirements of this merit-based norm. Thus, people who are the “winners”
of the status quo, might find themselves in a situation of needing to justify
the state of the world and legitimise what is, even if they do this merely for
their own peace of mind15.

15 I am not suggesting here that every reasonably well-off or even obscenely rich person
will experience cognitive dissonance when comparing their inputs with their outputs
or when comparing their lives to someone’s who is less fortunate. However, given
the commonly observed rhetoric around these issues in the everyday as well as in the
public sphere among politicians, for example, I am convinced that people regularly
engage in these rationalisation processes.
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When we have both a preference for fairness, which is to say, we have
a justice motive (Lerner 1977), and would also like to maximise our own
personal gains, chances are these goals will conflict and lead to cognitive
dissonance (Festinger 1954; Konow 2000). In these situations, rules of fair-
ness would have us abstain from a reward, or give up a share of it, which
would, however, be against our material self-interest. In this case of conflict-
ing desires, for maximising our gains on the one hand and for living up to
standards of fairness on the other, we are thus likely to experience cognitive
dissonance (Festinger 1954; Konow 2000). In order to dissolve this tension,
people can choose between one of two strategies. Either they can adapt their
behaviour, and in our example take less / abstain from a reward, or they
can adapt their beliefs and convince themselves that they in fact deserve the
reward for whatever reason. If they can convince themselves that this reason
legitimises inequalities or what was initially perceived as an inequity, then
they can comfortably remain in the status quo and need not change anything
(Festinger 1954; Konow 2000; Lerner 1975; Lerner 1977). However, this
reason sometimes necessarily involves self-deception (Konow 2000). These
rationalisation processes can explain why people who are against redistribu-
tive policies or charitable giving often express their beliefs — which may
or may not have come about through experiences of cognitive dissonance —
that the poor are lazy and don’t deserve to be helped, or that helping them
would actually harm them (Fong, Bowles, and Gintis 2006; M. Friedman and
R. D. Friedman 2002). As we have seen, this can be understood as a form of
self-serving bias (Fong, Bowles, and Gintis 2006), but these rationalisations
are also a means of coping with perceived injustices, whether one is directly
affected or not:

Now these reasons are very often rationalizations, and the correlations claimed are
either not really believed, or quite irrationally believed, by those who claim them.
But this is a different point; the argument concerns what counts as a moral reason,
and the rationalizer broadly agrees with others about what counts as such — the
trouble with him is that his reasons are dictated by his policies, and not conversely.
(Williams 1964, p. 113)

Thus the question of causality arises: For one thing, we justify the state of
affairs in terms of the justice principle receiving dominant support, which in
Western societies is allocation according to merit. This is to say that when
goods are distributed in accordance with meritocratic ideals, then they are
perceived as legitimate. However, the ideal of meritocracy itself, can also
be questioned in light of its function for the justification of inequalities. We
will assume that while there are historical reasons for why the meritocratic
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ideal was established in modern societies (R. Becker and Hadjar 2011), it
now also provides legitimacy for the equity norm.

Similarly, as a coping strategy, those who are struggling may tell them-
selves that there must be a good reason for their suffering. This kind of
reasoning leads to the so called belief in a just world (Lerner 1975). When
suffering from a perceived injustice, we may be tempted to find consolation
in expressions such as: ‘Suffering brings wisdom (...)’ or ‘the mill of the
Lord grinds slowly, but it grinds exceedingly fine’, suggesting that justice
will be done before the day’s end (Berkowitz 1964, p. 25). Additionally, the
belief in a just world serves the purpose of excusing those in better positions
from getting too emotionally involved in the sufferings of those who are less
well off: “If the person wants to avoid being trapped into the world of victims
by his own genuine feelings, he can respond only in ways which allow him
to maintain his separation from their world” (Lerner 1977, pp. 30–31).

Anyhow, as Lerner (1975) points out: We can expect these cognitive
distortions, be they described in terms of a self-soothing belief in a just world,
or a cognitive dissonance reduction mechanism, to be pervasive tendencies
in any given society. Robinson and Bell (1978) come to a similar conclusion:

Our findings support the generalization that every society, in the face of its particular
historical contingencies, provides a rationale, myth or belief, that enables its members
to cope with their position in the stratification system. Such a rationale invites people
to accept and condone existing inequality as generally just and reasonable. The
invitation, however, is not always accepted, as our data show, by young, enlightened
or, especially, underprivileged members of society. (Robinson and W. Bell 1978,
p. 141)

3. Justice and Legitimacy of Inequalities or Inequities

Indeed, the continued exercise of every domination (in our technical sense of the
word) always has the strongest need of self-justification through appealing to the
principles of its legitimation. (Weber 1978, p. 954)

Because modern democratically organised Western societies subscribe to a
set of values, including political equality of its citizens as one of the most
important, differences in outcomes must be attributable to reasons accepted
as legitimate (D. Miller 1978, p. 3). In Weber’s words:

The modem position of political associations rests on the prestige bestowed upon
them by the belief, held by their members, in a specific consecration: the “legitimacy”
of that social action which is ordered and regulated by them. (Weber 1978, pp. 903–
904)
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When we believe in the legitimacy of a system, we do not question the
outcomes because we believe they are just. Thus differences in outcomes,
such as pertaining to wealth and status, are deemed appropriate if they came
about through means perceived as legitimate (Tyler 2006, p. 376). In Western
societies, beliefs in the meritocratic ideal and in equal opportunities thus
provide us with a rationale for accepting inequalities.

a) Belief in Meritocracy Legitimises Inequalities

Meritocracy, a word created by combining a greek and a latin word, was
made up by Michael Young in his famous and satirical essay The Rise of the
Meritocracy (Young 1961), which was first published in 1958. Written in the
style of dystopian science fiction but adding a good portion of humour, the
essay intended to argue that although meritocracy is more compatible with
modern values than aristocracy, it is still very problematic in terms of social
justice (Young 1994). In a meritocracy, high ranking social positions are
filled by those with the highest merit, provocatively defined as IQ + effort.
Thus, because everyone has to earn their positions, which are in principle
open to all, social inequalities are legitimised. Of course this presupposes
that people believe that those born with a higher IQ should be rewarded for
it, which one could no doubt argue about, especially from an egalitarian
perspective:

Even if it could be demonstrated that ordinary people have less native ability than
those selected for high position, that would not mean that they deserved to get less.
Being a member of the ‘lucky sperm club’ confers no moral right to advantage.
(Young 1994, p. 379)

Shortly after, however, the concept of meritocracy was being taken seriously
and used to describe a supposedly legitimate and even desirable allocation of
goods and positions in Western societies: “The post-industrial society, in its
logic, is a meritocracy” (D. Bell 1972, p. 30) and was being propagated as a
just means of realising both equality and liberty in post-industrial societies (D.
Bell 1976, p. 264). The arguments for meritocracy draw on the assumption
that an allocation of goods according to merit is not only just, but also
makes sense for society at large, because the most competent people are in
positions in which they can use their talents for the benefit of all.16 Here we

16 In his original essay, Young shows how this naive assumption can badly backfire and
do great harm to those in lower positions, and in a later piece spells this out: “If the
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also recognise the foundational beliefs of a liberal ideology stressing that
privilege should be earned and not inherited (R. Becker and Hadjar 2011,
p. 39).

The degree to which people endorse meritocracy as a legitimate system of
distribution and whether they believe their societies are meritocratic affects
their political attitudes. Using data from the 1992 International Social Survey
Project, Kunovich and Slomczynski (2007) compare post-communist and
capitalist societies in terms of their endorsement of meritocratic ideals. They
find that “after controlling for an individual’s position in the social structure,
the degree to which their country has achieved a meritocratic distribution
positively affects their support for a merit-based distribution” (Kunovich
and Slomczynski 2007, p. 660). However, they also find support for the self-
interest hypothesis according to which those with higher levels of education
and income have stronger meritocratic beliefs (Kunovich and Slomczynski
2007, p. 649). For the US, Shepelak (1989) shows that those who endorse
the principles of equal opportunity and meritocracy are less likely to be in
favour of redistributional policies (Shepelak 1989, p. 217). This makes sense
of course, because meritocracy is a merit-based ideology and redistribution
is equalising. For the person who is persuaded that meritocracy is a just
system, inequalities will be perceived as legitimate if they are believed to be
merit-based (R. Becker and Hadjar 2011; Hadjar 2008).

b) Equal Opportunities

In modern Western societies, the democratic assumption of formal equality
and the meritocratic legitimisation of desert-based inequalities are brought
together by the concept of equal opportunity. Miller (1978) describes equal
opportunity negatively as “the absence of formal barriers to prevent a man
entering the occupation of his choice” (D. Miller 1978, p. 3). As such, the
concept of equal opportunities has the dual function as a means of honouring
the formal equality of citizens of a democratic state as well as laying the
foundation for a meritocracy. The concept of equal opportunity runs into
problems of legitimacy when the starting points of people competing over

rich and powerful were encouraged by the general culture to believe that they fully
deserved all they had, how arrogant they could become, and, if they were convinced
it was all for the common good, how ruthless in pursuing their own advantage. Power
corrupts, and therefore one of the secrets of a good society is that power should always
be open to criticism” (Young 1994, p. 379).
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resources and positions in a society are too unequally distributed. In that case,
it becomes close to impossible for some people to benefit from their formal
opportunities while others do not have to do much at all to secure privilege.
Roemer (2016) draws attention to the fact that with the end of feudalism
“inequality of opportunity due to arbitrary social status” was for the most
part eliminated, and that we now face problems “due to differential wealth
of families” (Roemer and Trannoy 2016, p. 1328). He adds, that: “Of course,
ancient forms of inequality of opportunity, due to gender, ethnicity, and race
remain as well” (Roemer and Trannoy 2016, p. 1328). Consequently, when
people feel that they have not received equal opportunities to achieve the
outcomes of their choice, this fuels resentment and the legitimacy of outcomes
is questioned (Graham F Wagstaff 1998, pp. 120–121). Thus, the legitimacy
of a society built on the foundations of equal opportunity and meritocracy is
threatened if the achieved outcomes are disproportionate between different
groups and if this could be equalised through further reforms (Williams 1964,
p. 127). In this vein, Scanlon (2018) concludes his book on Why Inequality
Matters by arguing that allocation based on deserts fails to acknowledge that
the ability of an individual is not something a person possesses independently
from the structure of the institutions and “developmental conditions that are
available in a given society” (Scanlon 2018, p. 144). Thus, the justification
of inequalities on the grounds of differential choice and effort (which are
regarded as legitimate in Western societies) does not hold under conditions
of unequal possibilities for exerting those efforts. This is because “(...)the fact
that a person had an opportunity to choose a different outcome can have this
legitimating effect only if the person had that opportunity to choose under
sufficiently good conditions” (Scanlon 2018, p. 144).

4. Differential Beliefs and Preferences

“It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but their social
existence that determines their consciousness” (Marx 2010, pp. 11–12)

As we have seen, the legitimacy of a system and the endorsement of its
dominant allocation norm, which is merit in the case of Western democratic
societies, will to a large degree depend on people’s beliefs and perceptions
of reality. These beliefs, as well as our preferences, are in turn shaped by our
experiences and as such, we can expect them to differ across social class and
gender as important factors shaping our life experiences (Parsons and Shils
2017).
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a) Class

As mentioned above, class differentials have been found for meritocracy
belief, as in the tendency to believe that rewards within a given society are
allocated according to merit (Kunovich and Slomczynski 2007; Duru-Bellat
and Tenret 2012). However, since there is a self-serving bias in this belief,
we do not know whether those who enjoy more privileges choose to believe
they deserve them and thus justify their position by appealing to meritocracy
or whether they really believe that they have reached their positions thanks
to their merit (Duru-Bellat and Tenret 2012, p. 226). Analogously, we can
also assume that the belief in the legitimacy of meritocracy could depend
on social class in a self-serving way. However, in the context of belief in
school meritocracy, Wiederkehr and colleagues (2015) have even suggested
the opposite, because for lower status students, belief in meritocracy can be
motivating if their best bet in getting ahead is by their own efforts. While
higher-status students do not necessarily need to rely on meritocratic sorting
mechanisms, lower status students might see it as their only available option
for attaining an advantageous social position in life (Wiederkehr et al. 2015).
In addition, quoting Jean de La Fontaine, Elster reminds us that believing
what one fears and what one desires comes very easily (Elster 2009).

Also, because meritocracy belief is so widespread (Wiederkehr et al. 2015;
Mijs and M. Savage 2020; Duru-Bellat and Tenret 2012) and can be under-
stood as a context effect of liberal democratic societies, class differentials
regarding this belief may not be very large. Another reason not to expect
many differences in this regard is that, because of growing inequalities:

Citizens come to see the world through the prism of their own socioeconomic circles.
As people surround themselves with friends, partners and colleagues with a similar
level of education and social class background, they lose sight of the lives lived
under circumstances different from their own. They normalise the advantages or
disadvantages they share with those around them. Consequently, citizens of more
unequal societies underestimate the extent of economic inequalities and underappre-
ciate the non-meritocratic, structural forces that produce, promote, and perpetuate
the structural barriers between rich and poor. Elites fail to feel the following wind of
privilege, and those born into disadvantage are convinced they have themselves to
blame for their inability to overcome the sizeable barriers to social mobility. (Mijs
and M. Savage 2020, p. 7)

Nonetheless, since people adhering to different social classes find them-
selves in different contexts, they will undergo a differing socialisation17.

17 More will be said on context and socialisation in the subchapter Context Matters.
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Additionally, Piketty suggests that differing preferences by socio-economic
background might also be caused by differences in information on the ef-
fects of policies (Piketty 1995, p. 578). We can thus expect to find mild
class differentials in the allocations people make in the distributional survey
experiments:
Hypothesis 1 The choice of justice principles differs across social class.
More precisely, we shall assume that people will be self-interested and hold
self-serving opinions:
Hypothesis 1.a People from higher social classes place a higher value on
merit than people from lower social classes.
Hypothesis 1.b People from lower social classes place a higher value on
equality than people from higher social classes.

b) Gender

As for gender and issues of justice, there have been inconsistent findings
(Hysom and Fişek 2011). However, it has been suggested that due to gender-
specific socialisation, women are more inclined towards establishing harmony
through equality, and conversely it could be said that men are expected to
more readily adhere to a merit-based approach (Lerner 1977; Davison 2014;
Auspurg, Hinz, and Sauer 2017). A potential reason for this is that men
react stronger to competition than women and often choose competition
over cooperation whereas women do the opposite (Kivikangas et al. 2014;
VanVugt 2008). Research on the paradoxical finding that women are satisfied
with their pay, although they are underpaid and although women and men
value pay equally, has pointed to the importance of reference groups and
feelings of entitlement (Davison 2014). Although women know that men
receive higher pay on average, on a personal level, they do not feel entitled to
more than they receive (Crosby 1984). Furthermore, a psychological study
with preschool-aged children has shown that boys who performed better at
a task took more of the reward (stickers) for themselves and gave less to a
fictitious peer, while girls did not exhibit this behaviour and instead divided
equally (Leventhal and D. Anderson 1970). This is also the case for American
men in a similar study; men who performed worse in a task compared to their
partners made a larger claim on the rewards than women in the same situation
(Mikula 1974). These pieces of evidence can be understood as indications
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of gender-specific socialisation. Regarding preferences for redistribution,
results from the World Values Survey suggest that women are more in favour
of redistributive policies (Alesina and Giuliano 2009). Furthermore, in a
modified version of a dictator game, Andreoni and Vesterlund (2001) find
that when the costs of kindness are high women are more altruistic; but men
are more so when the costs are low. The authors add that, while men are
either “perfectly selfish or perfectly selfless”, women “prefer to share evenly"
(Andreoni and Vesterlund 2001, p. 293). On the whole, there seems to be a
higher tendency towards egalitarianism amongst women. Furthermore, since
on average, a woman’s position in society, e.g. in regard to earnings, is still
less advantageous than a man’s, one could also argue that women might
prefer more egalitarian distributions out of self-interest. We can thus expect
to find a higher prevalence of egalitarian distributions among women:
Hypothesis 2 Women place a higher value on equality than men.

II. Situations

In his attempt to formulate a positive theory of justice, economist James
Konow wondered why justice has remained such an elusive concept, even
though it is certainly a topic so many people from different fields have devoted
much thought to. His answer was that essentially, questions of distributive
justice have to be put into context. With this, Konow means that the situa-
tion18 in which the question of just allocations arises is in itself an important
piece of the puzzle that needs to be considered. Depending on the situation,
principles of justice will be of different relative importance (Konow 2001,
p. 157). By pointing out that the situation will guide an allocator in their
choice of allocation norm, Konow (2001) makes a very valuable contribution
to the understanding of the processes behind allocation decisions. From the
perspective of the standard microeconomic model, “judgments of fairness
are influenced by framing and other factors considered irrelevant in most
economic treatments” and can be understood as an inconsistency of prefer-

18 Note that Konow (2001) does not make clear differentiations between the concepts
context and situation. What Konow mostly refers to as context corresponds to what
falls in the category of effects of the situation throughout this book. Situation is
primarily understood in terms of the relational structure that people associate with
a particular setting in which an allocation problem arises (Deutsch 1975; Deutsch
1985; Fiske 1992).
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ences (Kahneman, Knetsch, and R. Thaler 1986, p. 299). By understanding
that “the effects of context should also not be seen as contamination of some
ideal, because no such pristine context-free justice exists” (Konow 2003,
p. 1232), Konow points out that justice is an inherently context-dependent
phenomenon (Konow 2001). This perspective on justice enables us to rec-
oncile findings that would otherwise appear contradictory or that we would
fail to understand. While such context-dependency might cause irritation
in economics, other fields, such as sociology, social psychology and social
anthropology, are more accustomed to integrating the interdependencies that
exist between the individual and the groups they belong to in their theories
and models. The structure of the social relations between individuals and
groups will determine how a given situation is interpreted and affect the
choice of allocation norm.

From a systemic point of view, Leventhal (1976) argues that the context
(social system) we are in provides us with sets of rules and practices we
will be encouraged, if not feel pressured to follow when making allocation
decisions. For one thing, we feel a social pressure to conform to rules adopted
by our group of reference (Blake, Rosenbaum, and Duryea 1955), but com-
plying can also be seen as rational in the sense that it is less costly than
non-compliance (Thibaut and Kelley 1959). However, even if we feel certain
pressures to act the way we are expected to, we usually still have a variety of
valid options to choose from. In regard to questions of just allocations, we
will also be motivated to act in line with our perceptions of justice. These
resource allocations, which are sometimes understood as rewards, have the
dual purpose of satisfying individual needs and helping to achieve group
goals (Leventhal 1976, p. 92). While both compliance norms and norms
of fairness are beneficial as ends in themselves, in addition, we will also
have motivation to apply the principle of justice that brings about the highest
benefits for the system19 at hand. Since each allocation role has its unique
set of benefits and works towards a unique set of goals, the choice of an
allocation norm is also of instrumental value (Leventhal 1976, pp. 94–95).
This instrumentality is also what lies at the heart of Morton Deutsch’s (1975;
1985) social-psychological framework of distributive justice.

In his work, Deutsch takes a functionalist-systemic view on distributive
justice, which builds on his work on conflict resolution (Deutsch 1973). His
proposition suggests that justice essentially concerns “both individual well-

19 System in this context is understood in terms of relatively small-scale organisations
such as families and companies and not, e.g. countries.
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being and societal functioning” (Deutsch 1975, p. 140). This implies that
the distribution rule that will be followed in a given situation is one that
is best suited to both promoting cooperation on the group level and also
rewarding the individual in one form or another. To fully comprehend the
contribution of Deutsch (1985) to research on distributive justice, his work
must be put into the context of the prevailing view in social psychology at
the time. This view was that with the equity principle, the universally valid
justice principle had been identified (e.g. E. Walster, Berscheid, and G. W.
Walster 1973). A reason why this belief prevailed is because most of the
empirical research was set in the economic sphere, usually the workplace.
Deutsch (1975) drew attention to the fact that this was a limiting view and
that issues of distributive justice not only occur in the economic sphere but
also among people embedded within non-economic social relations.

This idea was developed further and much enriched by the works of
social anthropologist Alan Fiske, who was also convinced that “people are
fundamentally sociable” and “that they generally organise their social life in
terms of their relations with other people” (Fiske 1992, p. 689).

This means that people’s intentions with regard to other people are essentially so-
ciable, and their social goals inherently relational: People interact with others in
order to construct and participate in one or another of the four basic types of social
relationships. (Fiske 1992, p. 689)

In a next step, the models of both Deutsch (1975) and Fiske (1992) will be
elaborated on. The implications drawn from their combined works will guide
us in an attempt to shed some light on the cogs and wheels behind our sense
of distributive justice.

1. Justice, Social Relations and Group Functioning

How do we decide on a justice principle? According to Deutsch (1975) and
Fiske (1992), the structure of the social relations among the people involved
is decisive. Depending on the type of social relation, different allocation
norms will work best towards the goal of the individual and the group. Since
the concepts of group, as well as cooperation and competition are so central
for the understanding of Deutsch’s (2006; 1985) framework, a clarification is
in order.

There are at least three conditions that must be met in order for a cluster of
at least two people to qualify as a group as we will use the term here (Deutsch
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2006). First, these individuals must share at least one common characteristic.
Second, they must perceive themselves as an identifiable entity. Third, the
members have a mutual positive interdependence in regard to at least one
goal or common interest. While people generally define group in such a
way as requires that these three conditions are met, others working with
a narrower conception of group impose additional criteria. These are that
members interact with one another; that they jointly pursue their promotively
interdependent goals20; that there be a set of shared norms regulating and
guiding interaction between members; and that there exists a set of rules
coordinating the interactions by shaping behaviour, duties, as well as rights
of members (Deutsch 2006, pp. 20–66). As mentioned, for our purposes
— that is for a mechanism-based approach of situational effects — the first
three minimal conditions will suffice for our understanding of a group. As
the social psychologist Henri Tajfel who is prominent for his work on social
identity theory and intergroup behaviour (Tajfel 1970; Tajfel, Fraser, and
Jaspars 1984; Tajfel 1974) states:

Socialization into "groupness" is powerful and unavoidable; it has innumerable
valuable functions. It also has some odd side effects that may — and do — reinforce
acute intergroup tensions whose roots lie elsewhere. (Tajfel 1970, p. 102)

Above all, the distinction into ingroup and outgroup is useful for the under-
standing of how identity and sociality are linked and what role they play in
regard to cooperative and competitive endeavours (Tajfel 1974). Cooperation
and competition can be distinguished by looking at the goal interdepen-
dence of the people involved. If the goals of the participants are positively
linked, the table is set for cooperation, whereas if they are linked negatively,
a competition for resources and privileges is likely to ensue:

In a cooperative situation the goals are so linked that everybody ‘sinks or swims’ to-
gether, while in the competitive situation, if one swims, the other must sink. (Deutsch
1973, p. 20)

More technically, a situation, such as a zero-sum game, in which every
outcome that is better for one party is automatically worse for the other, so
that the winner takes it all, is a pure conflict interaction. By contrast, a pure
coordination interaction is given “when all feasible outcomes can be ranked
such that if one outcome is better than another for one of the actors the same
will be true for the other actor” (Bowles and Gintis 1998a, p. 17). While such

20 Promotive interdependence is understood as a situation in which individual goals
of group members are linked in such a way that the goal attainment of one member
positively affects the probability of the others’ reaching their respective goals.
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pure situations are rare, and people are usually dealing with a set of different
and sometimes opposing goals in a given interaction, the relative strengths
of these goals and the nature of the general orientation towards one another
will “largely determine the nature of the conflict process” (Deutsch 2006).

Additionally, there is evidence that people are much more altruistic in
prisoner’s dilemma games21 when they are playing against someone they
perceive as an ingroup member. Furthermore, they feel less negatively when
their trust has been broken, because they do not feel the loss so badly when
the reward goes to an ingroup member as when it goes to a member of
the outgroup (Kollock 1998). Kollock argues that when teamed up with an
ingroup member, players are actually playing an assurance game22, where,
through trust, cooperation becomes more likely. Participants playing with an
ingroup member said they did not want to feel guilty about exploiting their
partners and they wanted both themselves and their partner to make a profit.
When playing with an outgroup member, such as someone from a different
fraternity, they had no problems defecting (Kollock 1998). These examples
illustrate how the situation in which resources are distributed greatly influ-
ences what we perceive as just, and thus which allocation norm is applied.
Furthermore, the group identity of people, the nature of their social relation-
ship and their respective goals in regard to their interaction also have an effect
on whether they interact in cooperative or competitive mode. Depending on
these social relational factors different principles of distributive justice will
be instrumental to achieving the preferred outcome.

2. A Relational View on Distributive Justice

Morton Deutsch differentiates between three main modes within which we
interact with one another. These are either primarily economically-oriented,
solidarity-oriented or caring-oriented social relational frameworks (Deutsch
1975). Similarly, Alan Fiske’s theory on the four relational modes (Fiske 1992)
also suggests that how people solve allocation problems is fundamentally
shaped by the structure of the social relations between those involved. The
two frameworks are very compatible and will be discussed jointly in the

21 This game has been discussed in detail by Anatol Rapoport and colleagues in their
book Prisoner’s Dilemma: A Study in Conflict and Cooperation (Anatol Rapoport,
Chammah, and Orwant 1970).

22 For an overview on the crucial differences between a prisoner’s dillema game and an
assurance game, see Sen’s article on Rationality and Morality (Sen 1977).
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following. As Fiske points out, it is important to bear in mind that people
rarely interact in pure versions of these relational modes; they should be
understood as ideal types (Weber 1949).

a) Economic Orientation

An economic orientation leads to the development of a set of values, such as
“maximization, a means-end schema, neutrality or impartiality with regard
to means, and competition”, that follow the logic of the market (Deutsch
1975, pp. 147–148). Second, under the economic orientation, everything
including (wo)man becomes a commodity. Third, measurement methods are
developed so that these commodities can be compared. Fourth, economic
activities have the tendency to grow in scope and size. Deutsch (1975) argues
that whenever human interactions are economically oriented, maximisation
and competition being the prevailing values, then equity will be the pre-
dominant justice principle. Other psychologists (among them Lawler and
Worley 2006; Thibaut and Kelley 1959; Leventhal 1976; Sampson 1969;
R. L. Cohen 1974) have elaborated on how distributing according to an equity
rule in an economically-oriented setting is productivity-enhancing. The main
mechanisms are summarised in Leventhal (1976, p. 96):

1. Recipients whose behaviours are useful in that they contribute towards
the achievement of group goals have access to resources and can continue
with their work.

2. Rewards act as strong positive reinforcements for those who are working
towards the group goal. This motivates people to stay in the group and
continue behaving in ways that benefit the group.

3. Conversely, low-performers are motivated to adjust their behaviour or
leave the group, which could lead to an increase of average productivity
in the group.

It is noteworthy that Deutsch’s (1975) take on the equity principle is rather
unorthodox and in some ways quite the opposite of the mainstream conception
of the concept. While normally, with equity we mean that an individual is
rewarded according to their input to the group (E. Walster, Berscheid, and
G. W. Walster 1973; Homans 1961), Deutsch takes a more group-centric
view within which it is functional to assign limited means to those individuals
who can produce the largest outcomes for the system (Deutsch 1975, p. 144).
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The main difference to the conventional view is that instead of starting from
the presumption of competition, he envisions a cooperative situation, in
which everyone’s fate is positively linked to everyone else’s. Within this
framework, it is rational to give more to a person not because they deserve
a reward for it, but because it is functional for the system: this nonetheless
fits well with the above mentioned mechanisms through which rewards are
productivity-enhancing. However, even in economically-oriented situations,
allocations by merit do not always have these positive effects. Negative
effects arise in situations where people need to cooperate to achieve a goal.
In such a situation, allocating different rewards on the basis of performance
is counterproductive because people try to maximise their own productivity
while at the same time blocking competitors (Steiner 1972; Lawler and Worley
2006; L. K. Miller and Hamblin 1963). And this can lead to resentment and
socio-emotional problems, which can be expected to further hinder group
productivity (Leventhal 1976, pp. 97–98).

Deutsch’s (1975) economic orientation closely corresponds to Fiske’s
(1992) market pricing (MP) mode, which he understands as one out of four
elementary forms of human sociality. When social relationships are organised
in terms of market pricing, people usually reduce and are reduced to “a single
value or utility metric that allows the comparison of many qualitatively and
quantitatively diverse factors” (Fiske 1992, pp. 691–692). Like all relational
modes, MP is a culturally formulated rather than natural mode of relating to
other people (Fiske 1992, p. 706). Fiske (1992) sees the primary usefulness of
MP as an efficient way for the large-scale organisation of labour and exchange.
It is less useful for the production of public goods such as roads and education
systems (Fiske 1992, pp. 714–715). Since it can be said that the provision
and maintenance of such public goods require cooperative efforts, this is
in line with the above quoted findings in the fields of business and social
psychology, demonstrating that the merit-based approach is not constructive
in these situations (Steiner 1972; Lawler and Worley 2006). Additionally,
it should be noted that these findings on the positive effects of the merit-
based approach were all focused on the workplace as a situational frame. In
other realms of social life in which maximising economic productivity is
not the goal, this approach can be detrimental. Creating explicit rewards and
punishments can actually undermine prosocial tendencies people would have
had without this offered compensation or sanction (Bowles 1998). When
people are offered a compensation for something they would have gladly done
voluntarily for one reason or another, some of which might have been purely
altruistically motivated, it can undermine their original good intention. This
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is because introducing a form of compensation shifts the relational structure
of the situation from one psychological mode to another. An example of this
effect is that when financial compensation is offered for prosocial acts such as
hosting nuclear waste (Frey, Oberholzer-Gee, and Eichenberger 1996; Frey
and Oberholzer-Gee 1997) or donating blood (Upton 1973), this actually
erodes the willingness of citizens who were formerly willing to comply. This
constitutes a change from something corresponding to a relational mode
somewhere between a solidarity and a caring orientation (which will be
discussed in more detail next), to a market orientation which calls for the
equity rule. However, under these new conditions the potential blood donors,
to take up one of the mentioned examples, actually feel that they are not being
compensated enough for their altruistic act and, as a way of restoring balance,
they withdraw. Another objective that MP or an economic orientation is not
good at achieving is the fostering of enjoyable social relations or personal
development and welfare. These are better addressed by a caring or solidarity
orientation, which we will turn to next.

b) Solidarity Orientation

Compared with an economic orientation, solidarity oriented groups place an
emphasis on a totally different set of values, focusing on those that serve to
strengthen personal ties to other members of the group. These are, among
others, “group loyalty, mutual respect, personal equality, and cooperation”
(Deutsch 1975, p. 148). While people acting through an economic orientation
assign different values to other people according to their achievements and
personal power, in solidarity oriented interactions, people are seen as of
unique and unexchangeable absolute value. To maintain these group ties, pro-
cedures that reduce in-group tensions and hostility are embraced. Regarding
allocation problems, the principle of equality is the evident choice in this re-
lational mode, because it has useful properties for the promotion of enjoyable
relations. In contrast to equitable distributions that invite invidious compar-
isons, the most important of these properties is that equal distributions foster
mutual respect and self-esteem of group members (Deutsch 1975, p. 148).
Lerner stresses the importance of a feeling of oneness or connectedness for
situations in which the equality principle is applied:

A justice of parity, where everyone shares alike, is commonly found in our society
among people who see themselves as a team. A familiar part of our culture is the
slogan, often presented as public affirmation of a common bond, ‘One for all, all for
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one.’ ‘Share and share alike.’ The main consideration among team members is that
everyone shares equally in the common fate. How much each member invested in
terms of effort, etc., or his relative inputs are irrelevant considerations when it comes
to dividing up the winnings or losses. (Lerner 1977, pp. 25–26)

This mode largely corresponds to Fiske’s equality matching (EM) mode.
Equality matching is characterised by “turn taking, egalitarian distributive
justice, in-kind reciprocity, tit-for-tat retaliation, eye-for-an-eye revenge, or
compensation by equal replacement” (Fiske 1992, p. 691). People interacting
in this mode are concerned about balancing things out and maintaining
equality. As examples of people we usually interact with in EM mode, Fiske
mentions acquaintances and colleagues we are not very intimate with. People
are seen as distinct individuals and as equals and maintaining this balance is
what maintains the relationship. Another way of seeing this is that EM mode
does not:

(...)presuppose the prior existence of a group: EM is itself a common blueprint for
connecting people. Many social groups are composed on the basis of equality among
members, and balanced egalitarian relationships are significant in most parts of the
world. Indeed, a principal focus of anthropology has been on the mechanisms by
which balanced exchange between individuals and groups generates and maintains
social structures. In every society, people give matching gifts back and forth, although
the actual gifts vary from culture to culture (e.g., Christmas cards, birthday presents,
dinner invitations, Kula shells, potlatch coppers, or wives, as the case may be).
Sometimes people even give back to the donor precisely the same thing they received
in the first place (see Sahlins, 1965). The implication of the anthropological evidence
is that what people get out of such even exchanges is not some kind of long-term
gain or material security, but the EM relationship itself. (Fiske 1992, pp. 703–704)

Empirical findings support these theoretical arguments. When maximising
productivity as well as preserving harmony and heightening solidarity are the
goals of allocators, then they will deviate from the equity principle to make
outcomes more equal (Leventhal 1976; Hysom and Fişek 2011). Similarly,
Liebig et al. find that cooperative relationships induce preferences for the
equality norm, while use of incentives leads to higher levels of inequality
(Liebig et al. 2015, p. 57). We see how in solidarity oriented social relations,
equality is considered the just allocation norm and it is valuable and instru-
mental in terms of its stabilising effect on the relationship. When there are
higher degrees of identification with the group and we organise our relations
through a caring orientation, this balancing becomes unnecessary.
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c) Caring Orientation

The caring orientation is the prevalent mode of social interaction when the
relationship revolves around the fostering of the development and welfare
of group members (Deutsch 1975). The caring orientation is closer to the
solidarity orientation than the economic orientation in that it focuses on
emotional and relational values. Next to the possibility of equal status among
group members such as under solidarity orientation, traditionally unequal
relations such as between parents and their children are also common. The
set of adopted values in the caring orientation mode include sensitivity and
responsiveness to the needs of others. Additionally, people in caring rela-
tionships feel mutually responsible for each other and tend to each other’s
well-being and nurturance. The primary principle of justice in this relational
structure type is need (Deutsch 1975, pp. 148–149). There is evidence show-
ing that participants of an experiment taking on the role of allocator are more
likely to distribute according to the needs of a hypothetical recipient if they
are described as a close friend (Lamm and Schwinger 1980). Additionally,
there is also evidence suggesting that we exert more effort to help someone
if they are dependent on us (Berkowitz and Daniels 1963).

The caring orientation corresponds to a high degree with Fiske’s relational
model of communal sharing (CS). Communal sharing relationships are
characterised by high values of solidarity and kindness. In CS relationships,
people are motivated by the need for intimacy and a sense of unity with
others. Because of the strong bond that CS creates, another’s pain or pleasure
is experienced as one’s own (Lerner 1975, p. 14) and basically “my needs and
your needs are the same thing” (Fiske 1992, p. 698). CS relations give people
a feeling of belonging that they also draw a sense of identity from. People tend
to idealise these relationships as something eternal. The group is understood
in an essentialist23 way, with people often alluding to some form of shared
inherent, natural essence they share, such as a sense of identity derived from
a close emotional bond between two or more people. Since people also derive
this essence from ancestry or ethnicity, next to close intimate ties such as
those found in families or among lovers, we can abstract the concept of CS
and apply it in a more generalised form to more large-scale groups (Fiske
1992).

Fiske associates CS mode with social anthropologist Mead’s (1937) un-
derstanding of cooperation or Triandis’ (1988) collectivism. By doing so,

23 In contrast with EM relations, the existence of the group is presupposed.
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he broadens the scope of Deutsch’s understanding of a caring orientation
to include more abstract forms of group membership and identity such as
communities and cultures, as opposed to merely close kin relations. This
slightly more inclusive approach leads Fiske to characterise whole societies
and cultures as more or less organised towards CS. From this perspective, he
classifies the idea of communism as the most prominent political expression
of CS mode (Fiske 1992, p. 699).

Communal sharing is the most common mode used between people with
strong kinship ties such as in modern nuclear families or in hunting gathering
societies throughout the world (Deutsch 1975; Fiske 1993; Lerner 1977).
However, the flip side of a strong collective identity within one’s ingroup, in
which people exaggerate the feeling of sameness and downplay differences
between group members, is the exaggeration of the otherness of outgroup
members (Tajfel 1970; Fiske 1992). Applied more generally to the political
sphere, we can see how CS mode has a potentially very dark side. When
group identity and the traditions that are associated with them are seen as
sacred, people are motivated to protect and defend them against threats; and
this can culminate in war and even genocide (Fiske 1993). Weber famously
pointed out that the oldest and most powerful type of legitimacy of a given
social order is derived from its sacredness and tradition as an embodiment
of “that which has always been” (Weber 1978, pp. 36–37).

d) Order and Authority

Fiske (1992) also lists authority ranking (AR) as a fourth mode of social
interaction. AR mode is characterised by an asymmetry and hierarchy among
people. Interactions revolve around differences in rank. In AR mode, people
organise social interactions around these hierarchical differences, so that
those occupying a higher position have prestige and privileges that those
occupying the lower ranks do not have. Those on the lower end of the hier-
archy are thus subject to the control of those higher up and also typically
depend on them for protection. The distribution of resources is thus very
unequal, with higher ranking people getting more and better resources sooner,
including by appropriation. AR mode is associated with power, authority and
obedience and is typical of organisations led by charismatic leaders and/or
highly hierarchical ones like the military (Fiske 1992). There is no equivalent
in Deutsch’s (1975) typology, however, a fitting goal of AR interaction would
be the maintenance of power relations and the existing order. The allocation
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norm that best describes this situation in which subordinates can be subju-
gated to overt exploitation is perhaps force. In social relations structured by
authority ranking, those in power can make a claim on resources by force
and it will usually be in their best interest to do so. Because this is typically
a win-lose situation and does not fit in a cooperative framework, there is
no inherent interest in maintaining the social relation, it is more a means to
ends. This makes it different to the other modes of interaction which can all
fit under a cooperative framework. The stability of AR relationships must
depend on their degree of perceived legitimacy and as Weber pointed out,
the basis therefore is usually ideological (Weber 1978). While this mode will
not be central for the following, the other three relational modes will be.

e) A Situational Framework

The implications of the above are summarised in table 2.1. It seems that the
allocation rule to be implemented naturally depends on the nature of the
relational structure. This leads us to hypothesis 3:
Hypothesis 3 Depending on the situation, other principles of distributive
justice will be dominant.
Specifically, among people operating in MP mode (economic orientation),
and where the goal is to raise productivity, there is incentive and it is func-
tional to allocate resources according to merit. Allocating resources according
to individual merit can help boost efficiency and help produce the highest
outcome benefiting all group members (Deutsch 1985; Fiske 1993). This
leads us to expect that:
Hypothesis 3.a The merit principle dominates the need and equality princi-
ples in the work situation.
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Distributive Justice and Sociality

Relational Structure Maintenance / Fostering of: Allocation Norm

market pricing economic productivity merit

equality matching enjoyable social relations equality

communal sharing
personal development

& welfare need

authority ranking
power relations

and the existing social order force

Table 2.1: Typology of distributive justice in terms of social relations; adapted
from the relational frameworks of Deutsch (1975) and Fiske (1992)

In the solidarity-oriented or EM mode, the goal of the social interaction is
to foster or maintain agreeable social ties because they are seen as valuable
in themselves. Under these conditions, such as are found among friends, or
other groups of people who perceive themselves as equals, equality is the
principle of justice that is best suited for maintaining existing bonds (Deutsch
1985; Fiske 1993). This leads to hypothesis 3.b:
Hypothesis 3.b The equality principle dominates the need and merit princi-
ples among friends.
In the communal sharing mode, people are oriented towards caring for each
other and providing (mutual) aid is the norm. Since personal development
and welfare come first, people are given what they need. As Deutsch points
out, this mode is especially prevalent when dealing with people we feel
responsible for (Deutsch 1975). This is why we expect that:
Hypothesis 3.c The need principle dominates the merit and equality princi-
ples among family members.
In a situation involving public goods, in our case the allocation of scholarship
money, we can define the goal as twofold. First, when spending public money,
efficiency considerations are usually invoked in the sense that it is often
expected that public investments will bring about some kind of returns to
society. This invokes a MP relationship with the goal of raising overall
welfare or productivity (Fiske 1992; Deutsch 1975). When productivity
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becomes a primary motive, input-output considerations become salient, so
that distributions according to the proportionality norm or merit can be
expected. On the other hand, another kind of justification for public spending
is to guarantee fairness in the sense of equality of opportunity. A distribution
according to need is best suited for reaching this goal, leading us to expect
that need will also be salient in the case involving public goods. In any case
need and merit considerations will probably dominate equality:
Hypothesis 3.d In a public goods situation the merit and need principles
dominate equality.

III. Context Matters

In regard to the effects of context on justice evaluations, the research by
Henrich and colleagues (2004), who performed a series of game experi-
ments in 15 small-scale societies, is a rare jewel. For one thing, non-Western,
non-industrialised societies are seldom included in studies on distributive
justice. Instead, a disproportionate number of studies has been conducted
using Western student populations, and among these, students of economics
and psychology have been grossly overrepresented (e.g. Roth et al. 1991;
Loewenstein et al. 1993; Charness and Rabin 2000; Fisman, Jakiela, and
Kariv 2015; R. H. Thaler 2018; Andreoni and Vesterlund 2001; Mikula
1974). For another thing, performing the same experiments across societies
generates rich data that broadens our understanding of the workings and
importance of context effects. One of the most important findings is that
there is in fact a wide variability of outcomes across societies and that group
belonging is the strongest predictor on the individual level (Henrich, Fehr,
and Gintis 2004). For some of the societies under study, Henrich and col-
leagues (2004) find that when they use more fine-grained operationalisations
of context, such as the community level or the population size of a camp,
the predictions of the participant’s game experiment outcomes become more
precise. These more immediate contexts are more predictive of the outcomes,
even if there is no spatial segregation between communities (Henrich, Fehr,
and Gintis 2004, p. 37). This illustrates that life under similar contextual
circumstances leads to more homogeneous behaviours, as seen in the game
experiments. This is suggestive of a socialisation mechanism. However, as
Boudon and others have argued, the term socialisation represents a black box
and in itself cannot be considered a sufficient sociological explanation for
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anything. Therefore, breaking it down to plausible observable mechanisms is
important (Boudon 1998; Hedström and Swedberg 1998). One way of think-
ing about socialisation is that through shared experiences and a shared set of
values and norms they are exposed to, as well as educated to endorse, people
develop certain group-specific ways of thinking about the world (Durkheim
1982; Durkheim 2005; Walle 2008). Before we delve any deeper, let us find
a useful definition of context and define the mechanisms through which they
shape individual behaviour.

1. What is Context?

In his thesis on Contexts of Inequalities, in line with Friedrichs and Nonnen-
macher (2014) as well as Hedström (2005), Christoph Zangger defines social
context as a “socio-spatial, temporary social structure that is associated with
expectations and offers opportunities and restrictions for people’s actions”
(Zangger 2017, p. 5). For our purposes, the focus will lie on a social notion
of contexts, suggesting they “(...) are made up of people, their behavior and
their beliefs” (Zangger 2017, p. 6).

Although abstract and hard to grasp, context is a central concept in sociol-
ogy, given that it is a field primarily involved in explaining human behaviour
in light of their embeddedness in groups, structures and institutions as well
as their interactions with others (Esser 2002). Given this interdependency of
humans with one another within their context:

A fruitful analysis of human action requires us to avoid the atomization implicit in
the theoretical extremes of under- and oversocialized conceptions. Actors do not
behave or decide as atoms outside a social context, nor do they adhere slavishly
to a script written for them by the particular intersection of social categories that
they happen to occupy. Their attempts at purposive action are instead embedded in
concrete, ongoing systems of social relations. (Granovetter 1985, p. 487)

Contexts thus constitute the frame within which individuals interact and cre-
ate social outcomes. Ultimately, context is important because our preferences,
beliefs and actions are influenced by our environment in fundamental ways
(Hedström 2005; Zangger 2017; Durkheim 1995; Esser 2002). This con-
ceptualisation corresponds to what Peter Blau calls structural effects (Blau
1960). We will next turn our attention to the mechanisms through which
contexts affect individual preferences, beliefs, and as a consequence, their
actions.
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a) How Contexts Shape Individual Outcomes

Durkheim’s work has frequently been cited as exemplary in the way that
he explained puzzling (to the Western observer) Aboriginal rituals in The
Elementary Forms of Religious Life by literally putting them into context.
Another such example is the way Durkheim described the social element of
suicide in Suicide: A Study in Sociology (Esser 2002; Blau 1960; Boudon
2014). Part of what makes his analyses exemplary is that he distinguishes be-
tween the individual and the collective consciousness, which he understands
as more than a sum of its parts:

The greater part is diffused. There is a large collective life which is at liberty; all
sorts of currents come, go, circulate everywhere, cross and mingle in a thousand
different ways, and just because they are constantly mobile are never crystalized in an
objective form. Today, a breath of sadness and discouragement descends on society;
tomorrow, one of joyous confidence will uplift all hearts. For a while the whole group
is swayed towards individualism; a new period begins and social and philanthropic
aims become paramount. Yesterday cosmopolitanism was the rage, today patriotism
has the floor. And all these eddies, all these fluxes and refluxes occur without a single
modification of the main legal and moral precepts, immobilized in their sacrosanct
forms. (Durkheim 2005, p. 279)

Boudon refers to something similar when he says that people are usually not
conscious of the moral feelings they endorse, but these feelings are deeply
structured by the groups and spatial-temporal contexts they belong to. This is
why, looking back in history, we often feel that people had bizarre views. After
all, “generations live in different contexts” (Boudon 2014, p. 33). Individual
actions must therefore always to some degree be understood both in terms
of individual propensities, as well as of the relevant context. Context shapes
people’s behaviour by providing them with norms and values embraced by
their relevant reference or peer group (Esser 2002; Merton 1967; Merton
1938; Blau 1960). These norms and values are commonly subsumed under
the term culture. And while an individual’s beliefs and preferences are shaped
by the culture they are embedded in, they are also distinct from it:

Individuals can be described in terms of their orientations and dispositions, just as
groups or entire societies can be described in terms of the prevailing social values and
norms; and individuals can be distinguished on the basis of their social status, just
as communities can be distinguished on the basis of the status distribution in them.
These parallels tend to conceal the fundamental difference between the implications
of group structure and those of the individual’s own characteristics for his conduct.
Even socially acquired or socially defined attributes of individuals are clearly distinct
in their effects from attributes of social structures. (Blau 1960, p. 178)
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Therefore, while people’s behaviour can be explained in terms of their indi-
vidual preferences and beliefs, it is unreasonable to assume that these will
remain uninfluenced by the contexts they are embedded in.

b) Socialisation and Culture

Bringing cultural socialisation and preferences together, Bowles and Gintis
(2011) make the point that social norms, that are taught to children growing
up in different societies from a young age, are internalised. In the learning
process, they become what we usually call preferences that act as motiva-
tions in their own right and not only instrumentally as means to ends or as
constraints on behaviour (Bowles and Gintis 2011, pp. 168–171). Cultural
transfer is a transfer of information, leading to the internalisation of norms
and shaping preferences. Children learn what the society they are living in
promotes as values and if they internalise these norms, these norms affect
their behaviour precisely because they have become preferences. This is very
close to Durkheim’s idea of how socialisation shapes our identity. He goes
as far as to say that through our education in the family and at school, we are
reborn as social beings (Walle 2008; Durkheim 2011). On a psychological
level, through observation and learning, through the reactions of relevant
caregivers, a child gradually internalises specific processes, norms and values
of the society they live in (Hoffman 1977; Parsons and Shils 2017; Lerner
1977). Socialisation can thus be understood as the process through which
dominant value and belief systems of groups are transmitted from generation
to generation. And this is very much in line with the perspective of evolu-
tionary biology, which understands cultural transmission, or socialisation,
as a non-genetic transmission of those traits that are desirable, depending
on environmental conditions, from one generation to the next (Boyd and
Richerson 1985; Bowles and Gintis 2011). This understanding of culture as
an “evolutionary force in its own right, not simply an effect of the interaction
of genes and natural environments” (Bowles and Gintis 2011, p. 13), provides
the link to understanding how the institutions that shape our societies have a
causal effect on our beliefs and values through the socialisation of children
into their respective societies.

To come back to our original example, one of the main conclusions of
Foundations of Human Sociality (Henrich, Fehr, and Gintis 2004) is that while
there was not much within-group variation, there was substantial intragroup
variation in behaviour in the ways the ultimatum game was played. Henrich
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and colleagues find that “behavior in the experiments is generally consistent
with economic patterns of everyday life in these societies” and that intragroup
differences in the organisation of the economic system and the degree of
market integration are the best predictors of the variations (Henrich, Fehr,
and Gintis 2004, p. 50). Market integration refers to the prevalence and
importance of market exchange for the functioning of the society24 and
organisation of the economy refers primarily to the differing degrees of
within-group cooperation necessary in people’s everyday lives 25. The level
of prosociality in the game experiments was higher, “the higher the degree of
Market Integration and the higher the Payoffs to Cooperation” in participants’
everyday lives (Henrich, Fehr, and Gintis 2004, p. 50).

These findings suggest that the institutions that our lives are organised
around affect our perceptions of justice. Of course reverse causality is to be
expected as well: The organisation of our societies could be a result of our
preferences and probably to some degree is an expression of them. However,
since changing an existing system takes a lot of time and effort, we can safely
assume that it is more likely that we will be affected by the system than that
the system will reflect differences in preferences. Therefore, we can expect
cross-cultural disparities in beliefs and preferences to evolve due to different
socialisation processes (Lerner 1977). Of course much comparative research
has dealt with these issues, and we will only barely touch on them here. Some
examples include the finding that in a survey on Popular Attitudes Toward
Free Markets survey participants from the US were more used to engaging
with friends using the equity norm than participants from the former Soviet
Union (Shiller, Boycko, and Korobov 1991, p. 393). Cross-cultural differences
in opinions have also been found to be based on information. In their study
that aimed at breaking down the effects of context, Aarøe and Petersen (2014)
suggest that “cross-national differences in welfare support stem more from
differences in available information such as media stories and mental pictures,
than from differences in the psychological predispositions used to process
this information” (Aarøe and Petersen 2014, p. 6). However, in their study
on Preferences for Redistribution, using data from the World Values Study,

24 In agricultural societies, the amount of land used for cash cropping in relation to what
is used for subsistence cropping is another measure of market integration (Henrich,
Fehr, and Gintis 2004, p. 35).

25 For example, “the economy of the whale hunters of Lamalera depends on the cooper-
ation of large groups of non-relatives” (Henrich, Fehr, and Gintis 2004, p. 29).
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Alesina and Giuliano (2009) still find evidence of cultural differences26. They
conclude that next to individual characteristics, preferences for redistribution
are also

a product of history, culture, political ideology and a perception of fairness. In
particular, women, youth and African-Americans appear to have stronger preferences
for redistribution. Individuals who believe that people try to take advantage of them,
rather than being fair, have a strong desire for redistribution; similarly, believing that
luck is more important than work as a driver of success is strongly associated with a
taste for redistribution. (Alesina and Giuliano 2011, p. 127)

Alesina and Giuliano point out that there is a substantial cross-cultural varia-
tion in preferences for redistribution and that their results suggest that this
could be attributed to “differences in religion, histories of macroeconomic
volatility and more generally defined culture” (Alesina and Giuliano 2011,
p. 127).

In this study, the relevant contexts are Switzerland and the United States,
and within them, the student populations of two universities (Bern and Prince-
ton). As Western democratic countries that have endorsed liberal ideologies
(Phelan and Dawes 2018) and subscribe to meritocracy, differences due to
context are expected to be of much lower relevance than in the study by
Henrich et al. that included very heterogeneous societies. In the US and
Switzerland, two highly individualised societies in which the capitalist logic
prevails, we are taught the rules of competition early on and, presumably
unthinkingly, take them for granted in many situations. Because economic
values tend to spill over to other areas of culture or society, this has led to
a pervasiveness of economic rationality, apparent in the commodification
of virtually every sphere of life (Diesing 1973; Deutsch 1975): “Given the
nature of Western society, whose characteristics predispose it to have an
economic orientation, it has been natural for social psychologists to focus on
equity as the central principle of distributive justice” (Deutsch 1975, p. 149).
And Lerner summarises this desert orientation in terms of an endorsement
of the values of competition under the condition of equal opportunity, fair
play, self-interest and a resulting sense of entitlement:

It appears to be a rather commonly held assumption in our society that under certain
conditions each person has the right, if not the obligation, to ignore everyone else’s
interests, efforts, investments, and merely stay within the rules while attempting to

26 The authors cleverly separate the effects of culture and the national context in which
people live by focusing on immigrants in the US and using average preferences for
redistribution in their countries of origin as a measure of culture (Alesina and Giuliano
2009, pp. 114–115).
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achieve — deserve — something he wants. [...] in situations of parallel competition it
is assumed that all the participants begin with an equal right to the desired outcome.
They have equal relevant investments and they begin with equal opportunity to attain
the goal. Under these conditions the norms of justified self-interest then apply. If the
decision concerning the allocation of the desired resource comes down to ‘him or
me’ and that is all there is to it — then obviously — ‘I have every right to see to it
that I come out on top. Otherwise I would be a fool or simply a loser’. According to
the norms of justified self-interest, the winner deserves to win — as long as he didn’t
cheat — and it was a ‘fair’ competition. (Lerner 1977, pp. 18–19)

However, differences are expected in the degree to which people believe in
the rags to riches narrative.

c) The American Dream

The US is in many regards an interesting case for research on distributive
justice. While levels of inequality are high, redistribution policies are kept
to a minimum, and social mobility is considerably less likely than in any
other Western country, people’s beliefs about their chances of social mobility
are very optimistic (Alesina, Di Tella, and MacCulloch 2004; Robinson
and W. Bell 1978; Hochschild 1981; Piketty 1995; Almås, Cappelen, and
Tungodden 2016; Alesina and La Ferrara 2005, p. 2009). In her book What’s
fair? American beliefs about distributive justice Jennifer Hochschild (1981)
delves on the question as to why the American working class is not organised
in a socialist movement. Her explanation is that because American workers
generally believe in individualism and the American dream, egalitarianism
is unattractive. “People often point to equality of opportunity as the great
safety valve of American politics; they argue that Americans do not seek
equality because they hope to become unequal” (Hochschild 1981, p. 13).
The chance of upward mobility and belief in a just world make equality seem
undesirable to the average American. And the poor “limit their aspirations
and dreams to reduce cognitive dissonance between desires and possibilities”
(Hochschild 1981, p. 21).

In general, Americans seem to endorse and believe in the rags to riches
narrative much more than people from other countries, which means they
believe they are living in an open, socially mobile society where, if you put in
the effort, everything is possible (Robinson and W. Bell 1978; Piketty 1995;
Fong 2001; Fong, Bowles, and Gintis 2006; Gilens 1999; Shepelak 1989).
Because of this, and a strong belief in the legitimacy of meritocracy, resulting
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inequalities are perceived as fair, since everyone is thought to have had their
chance at success. This might also be the reason for the peculiar finding
that, while in Europe the left and the less well off have traditionally been
concerned with inequality, in the US, happiness levels of the poor and the left
are largely unaffected by inequality (Alesina, Di Tella, and MacCulloch 2004,
p. 2009). In a cross-cultural comparison of the US and Norway, using a large-
scale online experiment, Almås and colleagues find that Americans have
much higher preferences for inequalities than the Scandinavians. The size of
the country-level differences in mean choice of inequality level was larger
than the respective within-country differences between “conservatives and
non-conservatives” (Almås, Cappelen, and Tungodden 2016, p. 22). Contrary
to what might be suggested by the debate surrounding the topic, the different
preferences across cultures are not caused by variation in equality-efficiency
considerations but by a differing view of fairness (Almås, Cappelen, and
Tungodden 2016, p. 23). While Scandinavians are more egalitarian and the
modal answer to the question whether they think society should equalise
income was to completely agree, for Americans who are more libertarian,
the mode was to completely disagree with the statement (Almås, Cappelen,
and Tungodden 2016, p. 22). In both countries meritocratic distribution is
the preferred mechanism of distribution of pay. In line with previous studies
(Fong, Bowles, and Gintis 2006; Alesina and Angeletos 2002; Alesina, Di
Tella, and MacCulloch 2004), the essential factor predicting redistributional
preferences are beliefs about the sources of inequality. As has been discussed
in the subchapter on Beliefs and Distributive Justice, this finding has shown
up consistently in research, and is especially relevant since in America, the
belief that poverty is caused by the lazyness of the poor, or some other non-
exogenous reason, is widespread (Williamson 1974; Fong, Bowles, and Gintis
2006; Fong 2001; Gilens 1999; Alesina and Angeletos 2002). Furthermore,
the US is a highly individualistic country that holds the meritocratic norm in
high regard and typically reserves the needs-based approach for very intimate
relationships, such as among family (Triandis et al. 1988; Noddings 2013).
Taken together, this leads us to expect that:
Hypothesis 4 The choice of a justice principle will be shaped by context.
Because in the United States belief in meritocracy is particularly high, we
can expect people to more readily adhere to a merit-based approach:
Hypothesis 4.a In the context of the United States, merit is a more dominant
principle of justice than in Switzerland.
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Furthermore, because of the belief in equal opportunities and the beliefs on
the causes of poverty in the United States, inequalities will be legitimised
to a higher degree. This is why we would expect that resource egalitarian
concerns are less prevalent:
Hypothesis 4.b In the context of the United States, equality is a less dominant
allocation norm than in Switzerland.
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