The difference principle is either ecologically unsustainable, exploitative of persons, or empty





0. I seek to show in this paper that Rawlsís ëcelebratedí difference principle is highly likely to be empty of consequences, unless it is either a license for ecologically unsustainable practices and modes of social organisation, or a license for human beings using each other in ways that Rawls hoped that his philosophy and in particular his device of the ëveil of ignoranceí were supposed to bar, or indeed both. I begin by suggesting a fairly familiar connection between accumulation of money on the one hand and what such accumulation is for, on the other. 








1a. What is money? What, to be slightly more precise, is having a different amount of money -- more money, say; more income or wealth�  -- than other people? It is the ability to acquire for oneself a share of (the fruits of) their labour-time, and / or the ability to acquire for oneself a share of the Earthís resources larger than theirís.� 


1b. The Earthís resources, such as land and all it yields, are our natural capital.� Yet they are treated by John Rawls, as by conventional economists, primarily as income. If one has a greater share than others of such income, as is of course allowed under Rawlsís famous ëdifference principleí, one is taking more natural capital than others.








2a. Such takings are only seriously constrained, in Rawlsís system, by the ëjust savingsí principle, which regulates (by a species of inter-generational application of the difference principle) the degree to which one is allowed to degrade the environment: one must not disadvantage the worst off in future generations by such takings.� 


2b. But it now starts to look as if the difference principle will either be ecologically unsustainable or will be empty of non-egalitarian implications. Why? Well, it will be empty of non-egalitarian implications -- it will be extensionally equivalent to a true egalitarianism -- if it turns out that any departure between incomes, any significant difference in outcome of the kind that Rawlsís principles of justice supposedly allow -- produces a result that is ecologically unsustainable, and thus violates the ëjust savingsí principle, on a sound reading of that principle. And we have some good reason to believe that that will be so.


2c. What reason? One such reason that has recently risen to great prominence is the ëContraction and Convergenceí model being applied by those climate scientists and political thinkers who are looking beyond the Kyoto Protocol to a method of checking climate change that will actually work -- and that will be just.� ëContraction and Convergenceí argues that we must build down the levels of CO2 emissions (and the same model can and in due time surely will be applied to the many other pollutants that threaten the future of life on Earth, such as most long-lasting synthetics, and probably to all non-renewable resources� ) produced by rich countries to a level at which the poor countries should be permitted to increase their emissions to (i.e. to allow poorer countries as much development as they wish for, so long as it is, truly, sustainable development). In other words: that all countries should ëeventuallyí, i.e. within a time-scale sufficient to stabilise the Earthís climate (and that time-scale may now be as short as a decade!), harmonise their CO2 emissions at a level that the planetary ecosystem can tolerate.


2d. How can the income that comes from taking natural capital and turning it into waste that is unsustainably harmful beyond a certain level justly be distributed according to the difference principle, if that principle results in any significant differences? It cannot. The finitude of our shared ecosystem cannot tolerate any significant differences produced by the difference principle, except at the cost of injustice.� 








3a. Lest it be thought that my argument here applies only to countries, and not to families or individuals, such that intra-national differences in income etc. could still be tolerated, let me make the obvious points that (i) the creators of the ëContraction and Convergenceí model intend for it to apply ultimately not only to nations but also to firms, individuals, etc. (eventually, probably, via for instance individualised carbon rations�); and (ii) that the same logic in any case obviously applies to individuals etc. here as to nations.


3b. Any departure from the Contraction and Convergence model -- i.e. any special pleading during the period of convergence, or any lack of wilingness to converge and the agreed contracted overall level of CO2 emissions --, if it be licensed by the difference principle, would be so only at the cost of injustice. It would cost future generations, in particular. It would cost the Earth.








4a. We must then start to take seriously a future in which there will be no difference in the level of non-renewable resources permitted to each person, and no difference in the level of potentially-dangerous waste products permitted to each person. And ëeach personí is each present or future person. 


4b. Nevertheless, it will be objected that there could still be just differentiations in the amount of income allowed to individuals: because parties in an original position reflective of our ecological predicament could still choose to apply the difference principle to income obtained from genuinely renewable and non-harmful resources.


4c. I will remark first that this may yet be equivalent to a pretty strict equality of outcome, in the world as we actually find it: for it is very unclear whether there actually are any such resources. For example, for all that it is clearly potentially far more sustainable to gather energy from the new generation of wind-turbines than from (say) nuclear power (whose wastes future generations are hardly likely to regard as having justly saved for them...) or coal (most of the reserves of which will have to remain in the ground indefinitely, if sustainable Contraction and Convergence CO2 targets are to be met), such turbines still require use of substantial non-renewable resource for their construction, dismantling, and so on.








5a. Should the worry in (4c) be overcome, should it eventually prove possible for just differences in income etc. to come about in a way which is not unsustainable, we then return to the other half of what money is: the ability to obtain othersí labour-power for oneís own ends.


5b. Liberals do not see such relationships as necessarily exploitative. I believe that they are, and that they are incompatible with the alleged impulse of wanting the worst off to be as well off as is possible, in part for reasons explored in particularly powerful ways by Sandel� and by Gerry Cohen. If one really wants to help the worst off as much as is possible, one will not take from them their labour in return for less than one would accept for being paid for it oneself, or in return for less than one is earning from it.


5c. But, even if (5b.) were not accepted, there would still be a more general (and broadly Marxian) version of the argument available for why what in The Ragged-trousered philanthropists is called ëthe great money-trickí -- the trick that is the having of more money than others, and that is the systematic alienation of people from one another and from their own labour, by means of the idea that money truly and justly entitles one to things, to ëcommoditiesí -- is fatal to the hopes of holding onto a difference principle that makes a difference, a difference principle that is not extensionally equivalent to true egalitarianism. 


5d. For, once we are clear that it is at most possible for a difference principle that makes a difference to work on income generated via the use of truly renewable resources, we have to ask ourselves, how are those resources indefinitely renewed? And the answer will surely be in considerable part: through human labour. 


5e. If we ask what entitles us -- indefinitely into the future -- to different shares of the fruits of labour or to different amounts of labouring (e.g. I might labour less, and pay others to do the rest of my labour for me), then we come face to face with an aspect of the ëoriginal positioní that now poses a real difficulty for the Rawlsian who would claim that their system generates just outcomes: For, while behind the veil of ignorance one is not permitted a motivational assumption of caring about othersí outcomes, but is asked to care only about oneís own (oneís values or views about othersí outcomes count, for the liberal, only as ëpreferencesí), the institution of different levels of income or wealth systematically undermines that ignorance. If one chooses a society in which there are differences in income, then one chooses a society in which one can be confident that the ëoutcomesí of some will be subordinate to the ëoutcomesí of others. That is what the purchasing of labour-power is.








6a. It seems therefore that even in the event that ecologically sustainable ways of acquiring larger shares of the worldís resources than others are environmentally tolerable, and just from a narrowly ecosystemic point of view, they remain unjust in respect of the way in which they allow one to acquire a greater share of (the fruits of) othersí labour-time than those others themselves have. (And this injustice will at last be marked, and obvious, in that there will be no future avenue out of it, via for instance a compensating exploitation of the environment.)


6b. Perhaps what this point really amounts to is the following: the motivational assumption of being permitted only to care about oneself behind the veil of ignorance is not conceptually coherent. For, even if we can overcome the way in which ecological considerations may well render it impossible for the difference principle to apply, may render it impossible to ignore the effects of our greater takings allowed under that principle compared to present or future others, then still, and indeed because the only manner in which such an overcoming could be achieved is via human labour, we nevertheless lack a just basis on which to choose an outcome involving consequential applications -- applications that make a difference -- of the difference principle. The ëveil of ignoranceí cannot be maintained in such a way as to veil from one the effects that oneís chosen contract would have on others, because to choose a system that features monetary inequality is to choose a system in which the poor are treated as (a) means by the rich. To put the point somewhat polemically: because differential income, if it is not taken from the Earth, is after all taken from other people. There is a zero-sum aspect to money: my power to buy someone elseís labour involves a greater assymmetry, the greater the difference in our finances. Choosing a system in which there are enduring financial imbalances is choosing a system in which labour-power is assymetrically acquired, a system in which people are used as means, and not the ends they were supposed to be on Rawlsís liberal and anti-Utilitarian underlying principles.� 


6c. It is surprising that this point has not previously explicitly been noted, except very much in passing by some Marxist and leftist critics of Rawls. For it fundamentally undermines his methodology. What I have argued here (in 5 and 6) is in effect that a proper ëphilosophy of moneyí, bringing out how more ëprimary social goodsí in one personís hands involves another person being subject to that first person, undermines Rawlsís assumption that it is possible to think of peopleís ëharvestsí of primary social goods independently from one another.�  Even if the Earth can be harvested sustainably, still that does not render just a harvesting of one person by another. Such a use of one person by another is supposed to be alien to Rawlsís fundamental philosophical orientation, and is supposed to be proscribed by the veil of ignorance in the original position: but it actually follows directly, as a constitutive fact of society, in a society where there is inequality. Any significant and enduring monetary imbalance leads directly to it (unless of course people decide not to use their money to buy othersí time, in which case money becomes a mere ornament which need not be discussed in a ëtheory of justiceí).








7a. In sum, the motivational assumption permitted to people behind the veil of ignorance is incoherent, if one is supposed to choose without regard to the fate of others than oneself. One is not allowed to choose to care about othersí inter-relations with one (e.g. to value equality for its own sake) behind Rawlsís veil; but if the options from which one can choose include a monetarily-imbalanced system -- i.e. if one can choose for instance a system employing a difference principle that makes a difference -- then one is being allowed to choose in a manner that ëcares negativelyí about others. By which I mean: a system in which one builds in a certain kind of lack of care toward others, a certain kind of inhuman relation-as-to-a-thing, one might even say, through making it structurally possible and legitimate for there to be assymmetric acquisition of goods via othersí labour-power. In short, even if one were to accept that the worker is free whether or not to choose to work for a given wage (i.e. if we idealise away from the contraints such workers normally find themselves in, constraints such as the wish to avoid dying of thirst or hunger), still the employer or other richer person buying their time and sweat is choosing to use the worker. Even if from the point of view of the wage-earner wage-labour does not violate the sense in which liberalism is supposed to instantiate a ëkindgdom of endsí, nevertheless it does from the point of view of the wage-payer or other richer person.� (This is the deep reason why Wittgensteinís colleague, the great Cambridge economist Sraffa called capitalism a system involving ëthe production of commodities by means of commoditiesí. Capitalism treats workers as commodities, and defnitely not as ends.)


7b. Once one as a denizen of a world in ecological crisis has thought through the logic of Rawlsian liberalism without missing a crucial pair of truth-nuggets in Marxian thought (that money-capital is a shared-delusion that we use to organise society with at present, and that that ëdelusioní organises labour such that the labourerís time is bought by the ëcapitalistí (including here as “capitalists” all who have more capital than the worst off)�), one is left, as a Rawlsian who wishes to hold onto the difference principle, in an uncomfortable trilemma. Either one countenances an unsustainable taking of ëincomeí from the Earth (such a taking could in principle be used to make up for the injustice done to the labourer by their exploitation); or one countenances the ongoing injustice of labour-purchasing facilitated by differences in income and wealth (an injustice which will be more visible and solidly present to peopleís consciousness, once a more or less steady-state economy is in prospect or in place) -- or one admits that the difference principle is empty of difference from true egalitarianism.


7c. I would hope that Rawlsians would embrace the last option in the trilemma, and in effect give up the difference principle, or at least simply recognise that the difference principle, at least in the world as it is today, at best simply makes no difference to the teaching of a sensible left-ecologism. In other words: equality of outcome, within the tight constraints of a shared maximum overall allowable resource-take.








8a. Wealth and income are not stuff. They are not piles of food or baubles. Has Rawls fallen into a kind of unconscious mimicking of the logic of consumerism, in seemingly assuming otherwise?� Wealth and income, in societies, which all of us inhabit, are socially-real ways of accessing greater rights than others have to ëstuffí -- to bits of the Earth, and/or to othersí labour-power (to othersí sweat or mind-work). Wealth and income are abilities to obtain more of these than others have. And it is by no means obvious that it is rational to want to be able to acquire othersí labour-power, or at any rate to want a society in which some can do this and others (the worst off) cannot, any more than it is rational to want wealth that costs the Earth. It just isnít obvious that exercising the ability to acquire othersí labour-power or to acquire an unequal share of the Earthís resources is a good thing, to a being who truly deserves the epithet, “rational”. 


8b. A basic structure, a set of institutions, which suggests otherwise, which exhibits the ërationalityí implicit in Rawlsís reckoning of income and wealth as primary social goods, has in fact the ërationalityí of the guilt-free consumer. Yet it is the very idea of consumerism that has damaged social solidarity over the past couple of generations, via failing to treat workers as ends or as fellows and concentrating only on the desired end-product of their work, and that now threatens (far worse still) to destroy much life, including most human life, on our Planet, over the next century or two. (And Rawlsís was supposed to be a work that placed centrally the achievements of rational (sic.) choice theory...)








9. In conclusion, then: when and where we are up against the limits to growth, as perhaps we have been since the early 1970s (when Rawlsís book was published), and as we surely are now, then the difference principle will turn out to be either a recipe for ecological unsutainability or a recipe for exploitation of the poor and of the workers (or both) -- or simply equivalent to the very (strict) egalitarianism that it was designed to suborn. If a Rawlsian who is not one of the least advantaged in society (and few are) insists nevetheless that they are entitled to more, one can only conclude that they are failing to understand that they have bought into a consumerist logic that, while seemingly implict in Rawlsís assumptions (insofar as he assumed that the difference principle would not eventuate simply in true/strict egalitarianism), actually is not, and which in any case surely cannot be just. They are seeing only one aspect. They are thinking of the things which their larger amount of money can get for them not as parts of the Earth, nor as the fruits of othersí labour, but simply as: ëgoods.í They are failing to see that ëgoodsí are, in a world in dire social and (especially) ecological crisis, rarely simply goods, but also ëbadsí, from the perspective of future generations -- and/or from the perspective of the kingdom of ends.


� Barring, that is, a reclamation of the term ëwealthí from its meaning in mainstream economics (and in mainstream political philosophy). Such a reclamation, as aimed for for instance in the mission-statement of the New Economics Foundation, would in my view be highly-desirable: ìThe New Economics is fundamentally concerned with the nature of wealth: money or material affluence is part of wealth -- but not if it is at the expense of peopleís health, creativity, freedom, personal relationships, and environment.î (cited on p.87 of Ken Jonesís Beyond Optimism: A Buddhist political ecology (Oxford: John Carpenter, 1993).


� These claims, following Marx as corrected by the green movement, seem to me axiomatic and obvious, however surprising they are to those accustomed to thinking of money as a stuff, or as the (harmless) ability to acquire ëconsumer productsí, or so on. For defence of these claims, see my ìEconomics is philosophy Part IIî, forthcoming in Issue 2 of the International Journal of Green Economics.


� To say this is not to say that such capital is a sort of hidden or coded reservoir of money, still less that this ëreservoirí is open for us to exploit as we see fit. ëNatural capitalí is a resource for us and for innumerable future generations -- as discussed in some detail below, this I think requires that we do not in general use in non-renewable fashion more than an unfathomably small amount per generation of such capital.


One might then say that I am aiming to ëreclaimí the term ëcapitalí from its debasement in conventional economics. To speak of ënatural capitalí with understanding is, on my terms, just another way of speaking of our intrinsically valuing ourselves and all our descendants. For we are not other than the Earth; we are not sundered from this natural capital, but are internally related to it: and so, without the Earth, we are nothing. (If these remarks seem strange, the reader may wish to consult the work of Joanna Macy.)


� This is a very charitable rendering of what Rawls means by ìjust savingsî and accompanying devices in his philosophy. Because I aim to confront Rawls on the strongest ground available to him, not to catch him out in small mistakes, in ways that could be easily remedied.


What Rawls actually says about what ìjust savingsî is / would be is that each generation should aim to ìaccumulateî enough ìreal capitalî to ensure that the least-well-off members in all foreseeable future generations will be no worse off than then least-well-off members of the present generation. But this notion of ìaccumulating real capitalî is arguably precisely part of the problem, not of the solution, so far as ecological sustainability is concerned: this notion blithely ignores the taking from the Earth, construes the Earth as income, and, like conventional economics, thereby gives the strong impression that it is just a kind of metaphysical accident that we are part of an ecosystem and that we depend upon the rest of it utterly and thoroughgoingly, for our survival.


� For evidence that the Kyoto Protocol satisfies neither of these desiderata, see the work of the Global Commons Institute. 


� There is a huge challenge here for political philosophy to come to terms with. One way of putting the challenge is: setting out the severe limits to takings compatible with a genuinely sustainable planetary society, by means of the use and adaptation of ëpermacultureí principles for the organisation of both culture and (human impacts on) nature. One measure of the scale of the challenge is that, in my experience to date, most political philosophers have not even heard of ëpermacultureí yet.


� For amplification, see e.g. p125 of Jones (op.cit.): ìThe ending of significant economic growth would create a closed economy and a social climate in which an equitable and guaranteed share-out of all kinds of wealth and advantage becomes essential for social harmony.î (italics mine)  A ëwell-orderedí society in something like a steady-state, and thus a sustainable society, needs must be (I would suggest) truly egalitarian, though Jones is not as certain of this: ìWhere there is deprivation people cannot be expected to live without the prospect of better times tomorrow. Without an equitable redistribution of wealth, modest income differentials, guaranteed  livelihood and other forms of redistributive social justice, most people would still hunger for economic growth, and few politicians would dare not to promise to deliver it. A green economy must therefore be a veritable political economy.î (ibid., p.128)  Indeed; I would submit that its politics must be genuinely egalitarian; and that the differences permitted under the difference principle would seem deeply politically contentious and (to most) simply repugnant, given the knowledge that it would be ever thus, and that we were not just using these differences to lever more economic growth that would raise all boats. (See also sections 5-8, below, for further motivation for the suggestion that egalitarianism is the only feasible way forward for a genuinely -- in all senses -- sustainable society.)


� For an excellent detailed such proposal, see chapters 7 & 8 of Mayer Hillmanís How we can save the planet (London: Penguin, 2004).


� In his Liberalism and the limits of justice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982).


� And here we need to remark that, when Rawls speaks of ìincome and wealthî as among ìthe good things in lifeî (Theory of Justice (Oxford: OUP, 1971; all references are to the original edition; p.310), when he sees them taking up prominent positions among the ìprimary social goodsî, he is in effect precisely falling into the Utilitarian device of not worrying about the separation of persons. For one personís wealth means their being able to buy (the time of) another person. Part of my contention in this paper is that Rawls has unwittingly bought into a consumerist logic of thinking of (as large as possible) piles of personally-owned stuff (ëgoodsí) as being good, without noticing the disastrous consequences -- for our planet and for prospects of achieving a ëkingdom of endsí among human beings -- of doing so.


� A note on ëprimary social goodsí: these then cannot be coherently thought of simply as piles, which can raised or lowered independently of one another, unless negative effects on othersí lives -- on their dignity, as we might (polemically) put it, on their ability to run their own life and their own time as they choose to, while being as well-off as is socially and ecosystemically possible -- are allowed to be selected for, in the original position. But if positive effects on others -- if caring about others, in relation to oneself, caring for instance that they are not worse off than oneself -- is excluded in the original position, then why should negative effects be permitted? Why should we be permitted to guarantee, in effect, that some will be bought by others?


� My point here is analogous to Gerry Cohenís in his marvellously-titled, ëIf youíre an egalitarian, how come youíre so rich?í It might be expressed roughly as follows: ëIf youíre a liberal, how come you treat others as if they were means and not ends?í (It also follows from my arguments in this paper that it is, to say the least, seriously misleading to describe Rawlsianism as a species of egalitarianism -- unless, perhaps, Rawlsians turn out to endorse my conclusions herein.)


� Some may not recognise this as an account of Marxian economic philosophy; I argue for the account in my ìWittgenstein and Marx on vampirism and parasitismî, in Marx and Wittgenstein (London: Routledge, 2002; eds G. Kitching and N. Pleasants). See also my ìEconomics is philosophy Part II: A green philosophy of moneyî, in issue 2 of the International Journal of Green Economics.


� See again e.g. p.310 of Theory.








