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Since the 2008 financial and economic crisis, the question of inequality in economic resources 

between individuals at the top and the bottom of distribution, in particular within liberal-democratic 

societies, has gained a new centrality, not only among scholars but also in the public debate. The 

current pandemic and its very unequal social repercussions have only reinforced the perception that 

the issue can no longer be ignored. This article argues that economic inequality, when it becomes 

too large, is incompatible with the democratic commitment to political equality and that something 

can and should be done to determine when it becomes too large. The article proceeds as follows. In 

the first section, we briefly reconstruct how contemporary political philosophy has dealt with the 

question of the gap between the best-off and worst-off. Current distributive theories provide criteria 

that are compatible with unlimited inequality and relational theories, despite their intrinsically 

comparative nature, and say very little about the key issue of the acceptable limits. The recent 

proposal by Robeyns known as limitarianism marks significant progress, but it still suffers serious 

shortcomings. In the second section, we introduce the notion of material domination, defined as the 

inability of those who are dominated to participate on equal terms in the shaping of the primary 

rules of society, even if they enjoy equal political rights. In the third section, we show how 

unbounded economic inequality exposes society to the risk of material domination and why all 

strategies so far constructed to avoid this outcome, including the so-called insulation strategy (‘keep 

money out of politics’), fail. We suggest that only a containment of economic inequality within a 

certain proportion, articulated in two ratios between the income and wealth of the best-off and of 

the worst-off, removes the spectre of material domination. In the fourth section, we spell out the 

constraints that any definition of these ratios should satisfy and, against all too common 

assumptions, show that an approximate, yet non-arbitrary definition is within reach. The fifth and 

final section discusses some possible objections to proportional justice. 

 

 

1. Inequality and proportionality in current theories of justice 

The idea that inequality in material resources should be contained within some ratio is not 

new. Plato argued that no one should be more than four times richer than the poorest member of 

society while Aristotle favoured ‘proportional equality’, thereby condemning extreme material 

inequalities because they produce a situation in which the poor and the rich are not able to establish 

a just constitution and government.
1
 In modern times, the most authoritative proponent of 

proportional justice is likely Rousseau. In a famous passage of The Social Contract, he holds that 

‘no citizen be so very rich that he can buy another, and none so poor that he is compelled to sell 

himself’.
2
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In the contemporary debate, the idea that there is ‘too much inequality’ is quite popular, but 

the correlated idea that it should be contained within a certain proportion is never advanced.
3
 For 

distributivists, the main questions of justice are (1) what should people have a fair share of? – 

concerning the currency – and (2) how should goods be distributed? – concerning the criterion or 

principle of distribution.
4
 Although there can be different interpretations of what goods should be 

considered (welfare, primary goods, resources, capabilities), and according to what criterion or 

principle they should be distributed (difference principle, prioritarianian, sufficientarianian), the 

problem in a distributive perspective is not inequality per se but inequality when this translates into 

an unjustifiable shrinking of someone’s share. The gap between the best-off and worst-off can be 

extremely wide, provided that a justification can be given to the worst-off as to why they hold this 

socio-economic position.
5
 

In the distributive camp, however, it is necessary to discuss a recent account, to a certain 

extent similar to sufficientarianism, proposed by Robeyns and known as ‘limit- arianism’.
6
 

Robeyns’ non-intrinsic limitarianism is a partial account of distributive justice which claims that 

under nonideal circumstances ‘it is not morally permissible to have more resources than are needed 

to fully flourishing in life’.
7
 Like sufficientarianism, limitarianism entails a threshold, but this time 

the threshold focuses on the people situated at the top of the distributive ladder. Robeyns provides 

two main justifications for her position: the democratic argument and the argument from unmet 

urgent needs. The former is based on the idea that large inequalities in income and wealth 

undermine the ideal of political equality, given that rich people can translate their economic power 

into political influence. The latter is related to the sheer fact that there are unmet urgent needs for 

fellow citizens or fellow human beings. 

Limitarianism’s democratic argument makes an interesting move towards an adequate 

concern for the risk of material domination, which will be the centre of the present article’s 

alternative proposal. Robeyns argues (rightly, as we shall see) that the insulation strategy is not 

enough to guarantee ‘political equality’ and proposes to eliminate surplus money, understood as 

money unnecessary for a fully flourishing life, because this is considered as the real cause of 

disparities in political influence. She does not seem to realize, however, that, given the competitive 

nature of the political and economic spheres, the ability to translate economic power into political 

power does not depend necessarily or even primarily on the absolute level of wealth enjoyed by the 

best-off but on the magnitude of the economic gap with the worst-off. Robeyns’ account is mainly 

against ‘having too much’ of a set of capabilities in absolute terms rather than having too much of 

them with respect to others.
8
 But only if we take this relational dimension into account does the 

democratic argument work. One of the ways to see this is to notice that if the distance between 

those who are above the threshold prescribed by limitarianism and those who are below it is small, 

the former group will not have the resources necessary to influence politics significantly more than 

the latter, let alone to dominate it. To the contrary, if the distance between those who are on the 

threshold and those who are below it is large enough, those in the latter group may be compelled to 

‘sell them- selves’, as Rousseau would put it. The main problem is not being above or below the 

threshold. The main problem is the distance between the best-off and worst-off. 

Moving to relational accounts of justice, it will be recalled that this approach is grounded on 

the intuition that justice is mainly concerned with how members of a society are positioned against 

one another in terms of wealth, power, status and so on, and only derivatively on how much one has 
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in absolute terms. The focus is not only on goods but on status, control, domination, equality of 

opportunity, political fairness and equal concern.
9
 From this perspective, the economic gap between 

the best-off and worst-off should be a chief concern. Not accidentally we find analyses that lament 

the unprecedented level inequality has reached in the last decades. Unfortunately, however, no 

guidance is offered regarding the acceptable size of the economic gap. 

Instructive in this regard is the newer work by Scanlon on the recent appalling increase of the 

ratios ‘between incomes of the rich and of the poor, and between the incomes of workers and top 

managers in large corporations in the USA’.
10

 Scanlon argues that ‘the problem does not lie in the 

ratios themselves, and that the explanation for why they are troubling does not rest on any particular 

view of what the ratios should be. The problem lies rather with the lack of justification for the 

factors that give rise to these disparate income levels’.
11

 In other words, the problem is not the 

magnitude of the gap but the unjustifiable manner in which the gap was created. 

Elizabeth Anderson’s position is also telling regarding the tendency in relational 

egalitarianism to (a) water down redistributive criteria and, partially as a consequence, (b) pay scant 

attention to the size of economic inequality. Anderson rejects Rawls’ difference principle because it 

imposes obligations of reciprocity among citizens that she judges as too demanding and endorses a 

sufficientarian conception in which the threshold is measured in terms of capabilities.
12

 But 

sufficientarianism is no refuge against the distortions of excessive inequality, in particular the risk 

that the best-off will dominate politics, because the fact that the poor have enough is no guarantee 

that the rich have so much more that their share of political influence is far superior. Since relational 

egalitarians see domination as a problem, it is reasonable to think that they rely on some version of 

the insulating strategy, despite their many doubts. But, as we shall see, this reliance is misplaced. If 

we want a society free of material domination, we must be able to rule out as unjust a potentially 

unlimited economic inequality among citizens. Some proportion in economic distribution is not 

simply an empirical or practical desideratum that can be left at the doors of justice, like Rawls and 

Scanlon believe,
13

 but a fundamental issue that awaits to be addressed. 

What about the position of critical theory on inequality? Critical scholars share a focus with 

relational egalitarians on power relations and a relative disinterest in predetermined and well-

defined distributive criteria. Exemplary is the case of Habermas who refuses to give any substantive 

criterion of justice.
14

 Other critical theorists, for example, Forst and Fraser, are less reluctant, but 

their substantive prescriptions remain quite indeterminate. Both authors propose a principle to 

define the fairness of social institutions and intersubjective relations, with an eye to avoid status 

hierarchy, domination and exploitation. In Forst’s theory, this function is performed by the ‘right to 

justification’,
15

 meanwhile Fraser defends the principle of ‘participatory parity’.
16

 These normative 

requirements are surely egalitarian, but they (willingly) do not include any criterion of distribution. 

The consequence is that many different distributive schemes seem to be compatible with them, 

including those allowing a potentially unlimited economic inequality. Thus, critical theory follows 

the same unsatisfactory path of relational egalitarianism. 

To summarize: all major orientations in normative theory ignore or poorly deal with the 

question of the permissible size of economic inequality. A rather striking unwilling- ness and/or 

inability to deal with the question of proportionality in wealth and income distribution is the 

accepted status quo. Even if we have not treated all developments in the debate, refinements of the 

normative approaches mentioned above do not seem to change the picture. 
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2. Material domination and primary rules 

We referred above to material domination as an inherent risk to a society in which economic 

inequality is not contained within reasonably well-specified limits and as a condition for which no 

current theory of justice has a satisfying analysis, let alone credible remedy. It is time to define this 

notion with some rigour. Let us start from the example used by Van Parijs to criticize Nozick’s 

entitlement theory. Nozick, it will be recalled, thinks that ‘whether a distribution is just depends 

upon how it came about’.
17

 Van Parijs notices that it is easy to imagine a society that would strike 

us (libertarians included?) as unjust, in which property has moved from one individual to another 

with no breach of the three principles specified by Nozick: 

 

Just think of an island which happens to be owned, for whatever 

reason fully consistent with the libertarian characterization of a free 

society given above, by one of its inhabitants. Providing it is difficult or 

expensive enough to leave the island, the owner can impose on the other 

inhabitants any condition she fancies. If they are to be allowed to earn 

their livelihood, they may have to work abysmally long hours, for 

example, or give up their religion, or wear scarlet underwear. On a 

libertarian account, as presented above, such a society would not cease to 

be free.
18

 

 

This imaginary scenario introduces intuitively the notion of material domination. Clearly the 

inhabitants are materially dominated by the owner. On any reasonable account, they live under the 

owner’s arbitrary will. Van Parijs’ island may appear as too distant from reality and the risks of 

domination accordingly quite remote. But other less extreme conditions, much closer to reality, are 

easy to imagine. Think of a society with low taxes on high income and in which wealth is passed 

untaxed or mildly taxed from one generation to another. Relatively soon there will be a group of 

citizens who are obliged to work for a living, and largely under the conditions imposed by 

employers, and a group that is not. The ‘workers’ find themselves in a world with restricted, or at 

least unequal, life prospects that they simply inherited and had no power to shape. 

This allows us to better qualify an element that remains at best implicit in Van Parijs’ 

example. We say that the inhabitants of the island or the new generation of workers are materially 

dominated because they did not have a voice in the shaping of what Rawls and Shklar call ‘basic 

structure’ and ‘primary rules’, respectively.
19

 As Rawls puts it, the basic structure ‘define[s] men’s 

rights and duties and influence their life prospects, what they can expect to be and how well they 

can hope to do [ .. . ] because its effects are so profound and present from the start’.
20

 Citizens are 

materially dominated if they do not have an equal say in the shaping, not of rules with minor impact 

but of those deep and pervasive ones that influence their life prospects from birth to death. While 

Rawls’ notion of basic structure helpfully highlights the societal features that determine citizens’ 

life prospects, Shklar’s notion of ‘primary rules’ avoids Rawls’ rigid separation between public and 

private spheres. For example, and some of Rawls’ own thinking goes in this direction, firms (at 

least those of a certain size) can hardly be considered as merely private associations. The rules 

enforced in organizations in which people have to work to earn a living, for example, those 
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concerning hiring and promotions, cannot be left to the fully unchecked liberty of owners without 

generating a specific risk of domination.
21

 

Thus primary rules (legal, political and socio-economic) determine what people can 

legitimately claim according to their contribution and participation in social cooperation.
22

 They are 

not and should not be taken as a natural fact or as a given. Rather, a just distribution should be 

assessed taking into account the fundamental question of whether people have the power to be co-

authors of the primary rules that govern the ‘social relations’ in which they are involved. 

Obviously domination is not caused only by material factors. The most blatant form of 

domination occurs in a society in which a group is formally excluded from certain positions in 

government or denied equal political rights. This form of domination occurs even in a society with 

perfect material equality. Our focus, however, is on the form of domination caused by material 

resources, that is, by owing material goods that can easily be converted into socio-economic and 

political influence. In our modern free-market societies, money is the best example of a material 

good with this potential.
23

 Therefore, to borrow Frederick Neuhouser’s words, speaking of material 

domination we want to ‘detect and criticize forms of domination that are not encoded in legal 

statuses such as “slave” or “serf” but that arise out of conditions of dependence and inequality 

among individuals who are legally recognized as free and equal persons’.
24

 A group of citizens is 

materially dominated when the distribution of wealth and income in the society assigns to other, 

more affluent groups a significantly bigger share of economic and political influence on legislation 

and, in particular, on the shaping of primary rules.
25

 

Notice a final decisive point reminiscent of our critique of limitarianism. Since power always 

indicates a relation (one has power over someone else), the significance of power ensuing from 

wealth depends not simply on how much one has in absolute terms but on the relational difference 

between what some have and what others do not. Nothing in the fact that average citizens of a 

Western society today have more material resources and better living conditions than medieval 

kings make them less exposed to the risk of material domination. This risk is determined by the 

distance in the shares of resources enjoyed by different social groups, not by the absolute value of 

those shares.
26

 

 

3. The fact of material domination: Bad remedies 

Is material domination a condition that affects our liberal-democratic societies? Many 

scholars, belonging to different scientific fields, have forcefully and convincingly argued that 

excessive economic inequality gives leverage to the best-off that can be easily converted into 

political power. Political power, in turn, reinforces their socio-economic position and increases the 

distance from those who are situated at the bottom of distribution. The process is what Edmundson 

calls ‘the fact of domination’ (Edmundson 2017, 60). Others call it the essential feature of a ‘civil’ 

oligarchic system.
27

 One of the most solid (and impactful) studies on the relation between money 

and political influence has been the 2014 paper by Martin Gilens and Benjamin Page ‘Testing 

Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and Average Citizens’.
28

 The authors show 

that economic elites (identified with the top 10%) have a predominant impact on the public policies 

of the United States. In the 2017 book Democracy in America?, Gilens and Page offered a more 

articulated and detailed version of the argument in which the oligarchic degeneration of the 
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American political system is exposed even more forcefully.
29

 Other studies have confirmed their 

empirical analysis, while refining and expanding the conclusions to be drawn from it.
30

 

But how exactly money translates into political leverage? Christiano distinguishes four basic 

mechanisms: (1) money for votes, (2) money as gatekeeper, (3) money as means for influencing 

public and legislative opinion and (4) money as independent political power.
31

 The first mechanism 

concerns the way rich people fund electoral campaigns of politicians in exchange for policies that 

benefit them. This mechanism is the most direct manner in which money influences politics and 

presents a clear quid pro quo: the donors ask the politicians for something in return for their 

financial support. The distinctive characteristic of the second mechanism – money as gatekeeper – 

is that money is converted into political influence and power to set the agenda for collective 

decision-making. The distortion of the deliberative process occurs because ‘the interests and points 

of view of the affluent segments of society will be better represented in political campaigns than 

those of the less well off’ (Christiano 2012, 246). Money can also be used to influence public 

opinion, as happens with the third mechanism. The addressees are now not politicians or candidates 

but citizens. Money is used to highlight and boost (through advertising for example) specific 

messages and to support the activities of lobbyists, think tanks and intellectual activity in general.
32

 

Finally, through the fourth mechanism money does not operate in the process of collective decision-

making but as an independent constraint. Imagine a government does something to pursue a 

democratically chosen aim, for example, to impose costly environmental regulation or fair fiscal 

policies. Affected big corporations can, just to give an example, decrease (or threaten to decrease) 

investments in that country, thereby increasing unemployment and popular discontent towards the 

government. 

Even if these mechanisms do not capture all the ways in which money translates into political 

influence, they are enough to give an idea of how material domination unfolds. Since material 

domination is clearly incompatible with political equality, the question becomes what could be done 

to counter them. Many believe that it is sufficient to adopt the so-called ‘insulation strategy’. This 

strategy foresees a set of methods to cap private contributions to candidates and parties and severely 

curtail television and radio advertising during campaigns. In addition, the government guarantees 

public slots in the media devoted to representing the views of all different candidates.
33

 

Unfortunately, while these regulations help a bit, they are seriously insufficient. To begin with, they 

are difficult to implement because they often enter into conflict with freedom of expression. Not 

accidentally, supreme courts are inclined to accept contribution or expenditure limits with the aim 

of limiting the first mechanism: money for votes. But they are less inclined to counter the second 

mechanism (Christiano 2012, 254). When money supports candidates or parties without a quid pro 

quo, it is hard to construe contributions as other than an exercise of freedom of expression. What 

about the other two mechanisms? Contribution and expenditure limits are not effective at all in 

relation to the third mechanism which concerns, above all, the process of public opinion formation 

and ideological steering, something that usually happens over a long period of time. The 

implementation of some effective policies (if at all feasible) would have an unbearable cost in terms 

of freedom of expression. Even worse, the insulating strategy is not only insufficient or unfair but 

also fully ineffective in dealing with Christiano’s fourth mechanism. In this case, as we saw, 

wealthy individuals and corporations are able to undermine and subvert public policies while giving 
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the impression to remain fully within the exercise of their prerogatives and liberties, with no need to 

‘buy’ consent directly among legislators or citizens.
34

 

 This last mechanism best shows why in mixed, non-centralized economies the ‘insulation 

strategy’ is inadequate to avoid material domination.
35

 The strategy works only in the implausible 

(and undesirable) hypothesis that political power has quasi-total control, formally and informally, 

over the economic sphere. In mixed economies, even if barriers meant to insulate the political 

dimension from direct external influences worked effectively, a big ‘if’ indeed, economic inequality 

and its corresponding economic power would still continue to offer wealthy people a share of 

indirect political influence significantly bigger than the one left to the average and worst-off 

citizens. 

What is then the lesson to be learned? To us it is rather clear. If we want to avoid material 

domination, we should ensure that the gap between the best-off and worst-off in a society never 

becomes so wide that the former have the opportunity to dominate the latter. The solution can 

neither be that the worst-off are guaranteed to stay above a decent threshold of material wealth, nor 

that they maximize their absolute shares, nor that the affluent are impeded to surpass an upper limit. 

The worst-off in a society could and should reject social arrangements that leave them so distant 

from the best-off that they risk domination, regardless of their absolute shares of economic 

resources. A democratic society cannot be faithful to its promise to treat citizens equally in terms of 

political rights unless it eliminates (or significantly reduces) that risk. Justice needs what we call a 

‘principle of proportionality’. 

One final consideration is in order before we turn to the very difficult question of how to 

determine the acceptable size of economic inequality. Our idea to shape the political, economic and 

social institutions in a way that prevents excessive material inequalities could be taken as an 

argument in favour of one or another pre-distributive social system. The current egalitarian debate 

focuses a lot on the question of which ideal social system is the most effective to prevent wealth and 

property concentration. Some favour a property-owning democracy,
36

 others a liberal socialism,
37

 or 

participatory socialism.
38

 By focusing on institutional settings, the debate has overlooked the fact 

that pre- distributive social systems should be evaluated by the light of some independent criterion 

or principle of justice. Rawls, for example, has this logical priority clear. He assesses his five ideal 

models of social systems taking as a benchmark the two principles of justice, and not vice versa. 

Similarly, our principle of proportional justice is meant to justify a preference for one social system 

over possible others. For instance, a libertarian system is clearly ruled out, because its very essence 

is to reject any a priori limit to economic inequality. At the same time, the principle does not force 

us to choose a specific social system, because it is compatible with many of those defended by 

current theories of justice, provided that they incorporate our requirement to contain economic 

inequality in well-specified limits. 

 

4. The permissible range: Towards a definition 

So far we have defended the idea that economic inequality in liberal democracies must be 

contained within limits, if material domination is to be avoided, and that normative theory should 

make an effort to define them. Can it be done? Yes, if, in an Aristotelian mood, one is ready to 

accept the degree of precision allowed by the nature of the problem. We offer in this last section 

what could be called the prolegomena to such definition. First we spell out the constraints that the 
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range should respect. Then we define the permissible range of income inequality for one liberal 

democracy, the United States, for which the preliminary empirical studies are available. The main 

point of what follows is not to provide a final answer but to start an informed discussion, suggest 

tasks for future research (not only in political philosophy) and prove that the limits beyond which 

economic inequality is not acceptable can be identified.
39

 Scepticism about the avail- ability of a 

non-arbitrary definition of the limits has been, we suspect, the cause of the otherwise incredible 

silence of political theory and political science on this clearly central issue. We would have reached 

our goal if what follows manages to shake off a bit this – in our opinion – excessively prudent 

attitude. 

 

4.1. Methodological constraints 

There are more or less obvious constraints that the definition of the range should respect. 

They also serve as indications of how the range ought to be sought: 

 

1. The limits of permissible inequality are to be expressed through two ratios: one 

between the wealth of the best-off segment of the population and the wealth of the worst-off 

segment; the other between the incomes of the same segments (post-tax and transfer benefits). One 

should distinguish between wealth and income, not only out of conformity with current scientific 

standards, but because wealth inequality is more pronounced, produces more economic inefficiency, 

and more effectively impacts economic and political power than inequality of labour income.4
40

 

2. Ratios come with two technical problems: (a) the ‘threshold’ problem and (b) the 

insensitivity to absolute values. Regarding (a), imagine we say that the richest segment’s income 

cannot be 29 times higher than that of the worst-off segment. We would be saying that those who 

make 29.0001 more times than what the poor make will dominate, while those who make 28.9999 

will not. Regarding (b), imagine a society in which over time both the best-off and the worst-off 

double their income and wealth. The ratios would be respected but the best-off would have in 

absolute terms a considerably bigger share of resources to devote to political influence than the 

worst-off. To overcome both problems, mathematical formulae more sophisticated than ratios may 

be necessary. We leave this to be addressed by those more qualified, but the normative point 

remains. Notice that in the unlikely event the two problems do not have a satisfactory technical 

solution through a better mathematical formula, one should be ready to sacrifice elegance for the 

sake of protecting political equality. If the threshold problem could not be solved, one should pay its 

cost if the gain is to have an unambiguous measure of the limit. After all, not only is the threshold 

problem widespread in any legislative body (think of tax brackets), but it is also quite common in 

distributive justice (think of limitarianism and sufficientarianism). Similarly, if the absolute value 

problem could not be solved, one should recalibrate the ratios to make sure that, given the new 

values, domination is averted (see next constraint). 

3. The permissible ratios should reflect what the best empirical science available at any 

time indicates as necessary to avoid the risk of material domination. In particular, any account of 

the limit will have to justify how the best-off and the worst-off segments of the population are 

identified. To compare the resources of the top 10% with those of the bottom 50% is one thing; to 

compare the resources of the top 1% and those of the bottom 20% is quite another. The justification 

must rest on empirical findings on the relation between money and political influence and other 
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relevant facts. Also, the measuring will be different whether we take into account the income and 

wealth of individuals or that of households, and something should be said to justify whether we 

focus on one or the other. 

4. A specific justification will have to be provided if the account, as it is reasonable to 

assume, will focus on average income and wealth of the worst-off segment.
41

 For example, since the 

poorest individuals in the society earn and own less than the average of the bottom segment, they 

seem to remain at risk of domination even if the ratio is respected. This suggests the opportunity to 

make the bottom segment narrow enough to limit this risk. More importantly, the bottom segment 

should be defined in such a way that there are strong reasons to believe that the poorest in it are 

poorest not because of some modifiable societal arrangement but because of subjective factors 

unrelated to the shaping of primary rules (e.g. physical or mental impediments). Once this is done, 

the criterion will take the following form: no one should have an income (post-tax and transfer 

benefits) that exceeds the limit of being No times higher than the average income of the bottom X% 

of the national population, and no one should possess a wealth (post- tax and transfer benefits) that 

is No times higher than the average wealth of the bottom X% of the national population. 

5. The ratios should be prudent in the sense that we are authorized to adopt one only if 

there are strong reasons to believe that a more permissive limit would entail the risk of domination. 

In other words, the limit should be permissive enough to allow as much exercise of economic 

liberties and social efficiency as possible. The only acceptable reason to limit one of these values is 

the risk of material domination. 

6. The ratios should be realistic in the sense that they should not aim to make each 

citizen perfectly equal in terms of political influence. Differences in political influence, even 

considering only economic factors, will likely remain in any just society. 

7. In principle, the ratios should be the same for all liberal-democratic societies. 

However, the specificities of income and wealth distribution in each liberal democracy may suggest 

the opportunity to cut different segments at the top and at the bottom, something which would 

obviously impact the final ratios. It follows that we may keep the general validity of the ratios as a 

regulative ideal (a sort of general formula of democratic distribution), while proceeding at this 

initial stage by focusing on one country at a time, privileging those countries in which data on 

wealth and income distribution are available and research on the relation between money and 

influence has produced some reliable results. 

8. The ratios only apply to the domestic level. We are far from denying that we have 

obligations of justice to reduce material inequalities at the global level. Actually, these obligations 

may be more stringent, because the gap is much wider. We simply do not deal with the problem in 

this article. 

  

 

4.2. A case study: Capping income inequality in the United States 

Let us conclude with an example of how these indications/constraints could lead to a 

definition. We focus on income inequality deferring a similar argument for wealth inequality to a 

future study. Going back to the studies by Gilens and Page cited above on the relation between 

affluence and influence in the United States, the authors confess ignorance as to exactly which 

subsegment of the top 10% has most influence: the top 10% itself, the top 1% or the top one-tenth 
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of 1%?
42

 Other and more refined empirical studies converge on the fact that the risk of domination 

becomes particularly evident at the very top of distribution, within the top 1%.
43

 Given our 

commitment to epistemic prudence (constraint 5 above), it seems that we should, at least as a 

default position, start with a rather high segment. Of course, if future research were to discover that 

not the top 1% but the larger top 10% dominates, our ratio would have to be modified, but the logic 

on which it rests would remain valid. 

For similar considerations of epistemic prudence, we should identify the group at risk of 

being dominated not with the large ‘middle class’ but with a rather low segment, which, as default 

position in conformity with the standard of empirical studies available, we may take to be the 

bottom 20%. If the middle class is at risk of being dominated by the top earners, as the empirical 

studies cited above argue, a fortiori the bottom 20% is also. 

If a focus on the top 1% versus the bottom 20% is reasonable, the upper and lower limits of 

our ratios are easy to determine. If domination begins with the top 1%, then we should not allow 

inequality to reach the current ratio between the top 1% and the bottom 20%. Regarding income 

inequality, given the recent distribution in the United States, if you make more than USD383,000 

(post-tax and benefits) you are part of the top 1%, while the average income of the bottom 20% is 

USD13,100 (post-tax and benefits).
44

 In this case, the ratio would be roughly 1 to 29. This means 

that to avoid domination (or its concrete possibility) no one should have an income (post-tax and 

benefits) that exceeds USD13,100 29.
45

 

Let us now see if this ratio satisfies our methodological constraints. It should be quite evident 

that the way in which we arrived at the 1/29 ratio satisfies constraints 1–4. In addition, this income 

ratio allows a citizen at the top to earn in a year almost as much as someone at the bottom 20% 

earns (on average) throughout an entire working life of 35 years. On the one hand, the ratio can 

hardly be considered as too egalitarian. Those who are situated at the very top of the distribution are 

fully able to develop their life plan and are generously rewarded for their potential extra 

productivity (constraint 5). On the other hand, if this range strikes as being not egalitarian enough, 

consider the significant extent to which economic inequality would be reduced if these limits were 

upheld. An income ratio of 1 to 29 would be more egalitarian than the ratio between the annual pay 

of chief executives of large and medium-sized US companies and that of all workers in 1960, which 

was 1 to 42. By contrast, in 2007 this ratio rose to 1 to 344, and it reached an extreme level in the 

case of America’s largest companies. The chief executive of Walmart earns 900 times the pay of 

his/her average employee.
46

 

Two important qualifications: (1) the ratio may not be exactly 1 to 29, but the final figure 

cannot be too different if the empirical studies we used are reliable and the normative reasoning that 

we built on them is correct. Given the Aristotelian proviso we mentioned, one should be able to live 

with the degree of imprecision and approximation that seems to be inherent in this matter. The 

important point to keep in mind is that there exists a huge difference between approximation and 

arbitrariness. (2) We are not saying that the proposed ratio would ensure that every citizen has 

exactly the same degree of influence. In conformity with constraint 6, we are merely saying that 

respecting this ratio would significantly avoid the risk of domination generated by material factors. 

Finally, the ratio is valid only for the domestic case study on the United States, for which 

there is refined enough empirical science to come up with reasonable figures (constraints 7 and 8). 
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5. A few objections replied 

One possible critique to proportional justice is that material domination is unlikely to occur in 

an affluent society in which inequality is unlimited but the worst-off are rich. Even if the gap 

between super-rich and rich is large, the autonomy of the latter would be safe, given their 

considerable resources. Contrary to all we have been arguing, the factor generating domination 

would not be inequality but the poor’s absolute levels of material resources. Interesting and well-

taken as it is, the criticism misses two crucial points. On the one hand, domination does not occur 

only when the poor can be ‘blackmailed’ into accepting a social setting. In the society under 

consideration, nobody – to paraphrase Rousseau – is so poor as to be forced to ‘sell themselves’, but 

the best-off would still have a significantly bigger share of material resources to steer the political 

process in the desired direction. Notice that our Western societies can be considered as quite similar 

to this imagined society. The fact that in absolute terms Westerners today have more resources than 

medieval kings is no guarantee that they are not dominated. In fact, material domination is with us, 

as the empirical studies cited above show. On the other hand, the affluent worst-off would not be 

tempted to ‘sell’ their votes, but all mechanisms described above through which money is translated 

into political influence would still work, because they do not depend on how much citizens have in 

absolute terms but on how much more a segment of the population can spend compared to other 

segments. Similarly, it could be argued that the amount of wealth that the best-off citizens may use 

to influence politics could be compensated and even outspent by the sum of small contributions 

coming from the many worst-off. It could be further suggested that one should worry about how 

money disrupts the political process only when the total wealth of the best-off segment (in our case, 

the top 1%) is bigger than the wealth of the worst-off segment (in our case, the bottom 20%). This 

is evidently compatible with the possibility that the gap between best-off and worst-off individuals 

is larger than what our limit allows. There are many problems with this line of thought. First, it is 

hardly disputable that poor people can devote a percentage of their budget lower than the one rich 

people can offer. So the total wealth of the two segments can be the same but the percentage of 

resources each can allocate to political activities is not. Our proposal is meant to ensure that each 

citizen has roughly the same political influence, not that classes or segments of the population 

collectively do. Guaranteeing to members of the society equal rights as long as they align their 

political preferences with members of the same class would be a strange notion of political equality 

indeed. Finally, ratios calculated in this way would allow enormous wealth concentration in the 

hand of one single individual (think of Jeff Bezos) if the sum total of the top segment’s wealth 

respected the ratio. 

Another objection could be that our proposal rests on some version of limitarian- ism, no 

matter how hard we tried to remain distinguished from it. The impression could be that 

implementing our proposal would entail capping the resources of the best-off to ensure that their 

level does not surpass the required ratio. This reconstruction misses the whole spirit of our proposal 

and its distance from the levelling down objection. If we start from a distribution that violates the 

ratio, the required change could be brought about by raising the resources of the worst-off as well as 

by capping the resources of the best-off. Proportional justice is not about taking away the 

superfluous from the rich. It is about watching the distance they have with the poor, regardless of 

how many superfluous resources the best-off and, for what it’s worth, the worst-off enjoy. 
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Yet others, in a Rawlsian mood, may object that the efficiency costs brought about by the 

implementation of our ratio may leave the worst-off (and possibly other segments of the 

populations) below the level they would reach without any proportional limit. Let us leave aside the 

fact that the scenario is quite abstract because qualitative and quantitative research has abundantly 

shown how too much inequality does not boost but damages growth.
47

 Also, let us leave aside that 

even in a Rawlsian world the lexical priority of the two principles of justice should exclude higher 

material gains if they are at the expenses of political equality. The crucial point is obviously that 

some less wealth for the poor is a price that democracies should be ready to pay to avoid 

domination. 

An extreme version of the objection would argue that our ratio may take the worst- off not 

merely below where they could reach without proportional justice but below a decent level of 

resources, decency be defined as it may. But this scenario is clearly too abstract. Since we are not 

banning inequality, and we are allowing its reduction only for the sake of avoiding domination 

(constraint 5 above), the objection needs to assume that a society in which the group at the top of 

the distribution dominates (is not merely x times more affluent than the bottom group) is more 

efficient in keeping the poor above the threshold than one in which inequality stops at the doors of 

domination. Even the rare empirical studies that challenge the idea, supported by numerous, 

convergent and solid studies, that democracies do a better job than non-democracies to improve the 

welfare of the poor while producing more public goods and more income redistribution than non-

democracies do not dare claiming that non-democracies do better. They claim that non-democracies 

do not do worse than democracies (Ross 2006). Thus, even if one sides with this ‘minority report’, 

the choice would be between a world in which the poor are below the threshold of decency and 

dominated and one in which they are equally positioned but non-dominated. 

Finally, some critics may argue that in a very poor liberal democracy, the worst-off may be so 

poor that, even if the ratio with the best-off is respected, they are nonetheless at risk of material 

domination. The idea is that if you are starving, then you are at the mercy of richer (less poor) 

citizens even if these are situated at a distance which would be non-problematic in other 

circumstances. Given liberal democracies general ability to create wealth, one easy way out would 

be to say again that the objection is too abstract. Still, we acknowledge that if such a society were to 

exist, then some sufficientarian or social minimum principle should complement proportional 

justice. 

  

 

6. Conclusion 

The goal of this article was that of initiating a debate about the acceptable limits to economic 

inequality within liberal-democratic societies. The definition of a range is necessary if we care 

about justice, and it is not impossible to reach as it is so often (always?) assumed. The hope is that 

future multidisciplinary research will go much deeper than we did regarding the constraints the 

definition of the permissible range should respect and regarding the limits themselves. We would 

not be surprised if in the end the permissible range for income inequality in the United States will 

be different than the 1/29 we proposed. Also, we are eager to learn how other scholars would cap 

wealth inequality. Finally, our argument focuses on one reason why economic inequality should be 

limited: protection of political equality. This obviously does not preclude that other reasons, moral 



Alì, N., & Caranti, L. (2021). How much economic inequality is fair in liberal democracies? The 

approach of proportional justice. Philosophy & Social Criticism, 47(7), 769-

788. https://doi.org/10.1177/0191453720987865 

 

or practical, could strengthen our case. In any event, protecting political equality in a liberal 

democracy can be safely considered as a sufficient reason to introduce some proportionality in 

income and wealth distribution. 
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 This is the main reason to reject the theory of marginal productivity. Compensation and rewards can be 

determined fairly only if we are sure that the primary rules shaping the market and the society at large are 

free from domination (for an empirical argument, see Piketty 2014). A similar argument is also valid against 

institution-independent desert-based theories (see Scanlon 2018). 
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 We do not exclude the possibility that in some future liberal democracy there could be a material good 

other than money with the same degree of convertibility. If that were the case, this material good should be 

‘shared’ according to our criterion of proportionality. 
24

 Neuhouser (2013, 203). 
25

 Material domination is only one dimension of social injustice, which might also come from phenomena of 

misrecognition independent of economic inequality. 
26

 As we specify later, we take as a baseline for the comparison the extremes of distribution. This allows us 
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