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Emotions triggered by unfavorable social comparison:
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envy: quick definition

1. Assessment of relative disadvantage
“[Envy is | that passion which views with malignant dislike

the superiority of those who are really entitled to all the
supetriority they possess” (Smith)

2. Assessment of proximity
“It Is not the great disproportion between us, which
excites that passion, but on the contrary, our
proximity” (Hume)

3. Desire that the disadvantage be eliminated

“If one cannot be the favorite oneself, at all events nobody
else shall be the favorite” (Freud)



arguments against envy

» From an individual perspective envy is undesirable
because:

» Distress: Feeling envious updates representations
about yourself (e.g., accomplishments, limits, etc)

» Shame: Envy is usually covert.

» Second-order emotion: besides feeling envious, you
feel bad about feeling envious.



Envy in Collective Life - Rawls

4

Envy should be excluded from the Original
Position

“Presuming the absence of envy amounts to
supposing that in the choice of principles men
should think of themselves as having their own
plan of life which is sufficient for itself.” (A
Theory of Justice, §25)

A fair society diminishes envy

“When the principles adopted are put into
practice, they lead to social arrangements in
which envy and other destructive feelings are

not likely to be strong.” (ATJ, §25)
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Envy in Collective Life - Rawls

» Envy is Collectively Disadvantageous

“Envy tends to make everyone worse off. In this

sense it is collectively disadvantageous”™
(ATd, §25)

“l...] we are willing to deprive them of their 7
greater benefits even if it is necessary to give up £}
something ourselves. [...] So understood envy is <.
collectively disadvantageous: the individual who
envies another is prepared to do things that
make them both worse off, if only the
discrepancy between them is sufficiently
reduced.”(ATJ, §80)
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general idea of the models

Informal Definition Formal Definition
1. relative
disadvantage

2. proximity ?

3. desire that the -
disadvantage be
eliminated

1. Static analysis: Are societies with high envy “worse” than
societies with low envy? (in terms of measurable criteria: social
welfare, inequality)

2. Dynamic analysis: If agents act to eliminate their envy, do
societies become “worse”?



Implications

» If Pm right... (some wild speculation)

» maybe the project of finding envy-free allocations
should be revised

» Maybe there are (non-exotic) conditions under which
large inequalities are better than equality

» Modesty? (e.g., “don’t call me Prince, please call me
Andrew”)



assumptions

» (A1) Envy is the result of perceived relative (and not
absolute) disadvantage.

»  (A2) Proximity between agents (and not a great
disproportion) makes envy more intense.

» (A3) An agent's increase in utility depends on whether
she can eliminate her envy (and not only on her
acquisition of new resources).

» (A4) The actions of an envious agent range from
competitive to self and other destructive behavior,
depending on the strength of the emotion.

» (A5) An increase in objective wealth makes social
comparisons less important for the agents.

» (A6) Agents' are epistemically accurate with regard to all
variables (e.g., the envy of others).



the model
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Interaction

» ultimatum game + envy
» split a dollar
» two players: proposer and (envious) decider
» If the decider rejects the offer, both get 0

o
—

0
o

coo-
N O

tbpb,a
2tpppa — tp + 1

T TOCTTTO

0.6
|

P>

Minimal Proposal
0.4

0.2

_ »

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0

0.0

Envy Strength



utility

results

repeated game (2 players)
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utility
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Envy

results

20 agents - randomly paired
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Introducing proximity

»  “Potter to potter and builder to builder envy their reward”
-Aristotle, Rhetoric

“It Is not the great disproportion between us, which
excites that passion, but on the contrary, our proximity. A
great disproportion keeps us from comparing ourselves
with what is remote from us”

-Hume, Dissertation on The Passions

“A woman may envy another woman for her beauty, but
she will probably not envy a handsome man. \Vhere no
proximity exists, comparison is less likely to arise and we
are less prone to feel inferior”

-Ben-Ze’ev, Envy and Inequality
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In the model... network of proximity
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edges: proximity (not necessarily symmetric)
determined by distance in terms of resources

If two agents are too close, they don’t envy each

other
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proximity resulits

» When the society has less envy it has fewer social
clusters
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summing up

» back to philosophy...
» envy and egalitarianism are difficult to disentangle

» agents acting on their envy produce egalitarian
societies

» possible response: egalitarianism might be motivated
by “resentment” (i.e., perceived injustice) not by envy

» future directions
» other games (e.g., public goods)

» effects of modesty (e.g., “don’t call me Prince, please
call me Andrew”)






