Proposal for a PhD mini-course on “Distributive justice and liberal principles”

The mini-course (6 hours) aims to expose students to the axiomatic method that is
standard in social choice theory while adopting an interdisciplinary approach at the
frontier of normative economics and political philosophy.

The course will start examining a range of canonical results and then progress to the

more recent literature in economics and political philosophy.

1. Introduction to the axiomatic method (2 hours). Discussion of some of the

classic results of social choice — including Kenneth Arrow’s impossibility result
and Amartya Sen’s impossibility of the Paretian liberal. Examination of the
canonical characterisations of the main distributive approaches in social choice

theory and normative economics (utilitarianism, maximin, prioritarianism/Nash).

2. Liberal principles of Non-Interference: treading a fine line between possibility

and impossibility (2 hours). Discussion of John Stuart Mill’s Harm Principle

and its axiomatic representation as the Principle of Non-Interference. Discussion
of the conflict between liberalism and standard efficiency and fairness
properties. Examination of the liberal foundations of egalitarian principles of
distributive justice — such as the maximin and the leximin — based on a restricted
version of Non-Interference. Extension of the analysis to the intergenerational

context with an infinite number of generations.

3. Liberal principles of Non-Interference: allocating opportunities and threshold

approaches to justice (2 hours). Introduction of the notion of opportunities as

chances whereby agents’ opportunities are measured as the probability that they
will succeed in life (without any mention of effort and skills). Normative,
axiomatic analysis of allocations of profiles of chances focusing in particular,
albeit not exclusively, on liberal principles of Non-Inteference. Characterisation
of the well-known Nash and utilitarian social welfare orderings. Formal analysis
of some new theories of distributive justice — namely sufficientarianism and

limitarianism — that identify critical thresholds in the allocation of welfare.
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