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Abstract

This study examines the intersection of economic rationality, ethical considerations, 
and social recognition in addressing inequalities. A critical emphasis is laid on the tradi-
tional models of economic rationality based on self-interest. In contrast, the need for in-
tegration of moral reasoning, altruism, and sensitivity to cultural identity is highlighted. 
The analysis reveals that privilege is reproduced through intertwined economic, politi-
cal, cultural, and educational mechanisms. Hence the need for a complex approach that 
combines distributive justice with reciprocal recognition is deemed significant. Against 
this backdrop, the role of education is arguably essential in terms of expanding capabili-
ties, reducing stereotypes, and cultivating equal participation. Collaborative economic 
models and institutional incentives have been proposed to align self-interest with col-
lective benefits, embedding altruistic principles into governance and market practices. 
More specifically, the importance of overlapping consensus across diverse cultural tradi-
tions is underscored to uphold universal rights without erasing differences. The signifi-
cance of emotional factors such as empathy and fear is further acknowledged because 
they shape responses to inclusionary reforms. As a result, an economic framework with 
focus on human dignity and capability expansion is outlined, where ethical resource 
distribution, recognition, and solidarity might coalesce to foster equitable and inclusive 
societies resilient to political and economic fluctuations.

Keywords: solidarity, recognition, inequalities, economic rationality, self-interest, 
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INTRODUCTION

The debate regarding the extension of rights to disadvantaged groups has of-
ten raised tensions between material-economic rationalities and moral-emotional 
values. Therefore, a major argument that will be put into consideration is that the 
prospect of universality demands recognition to be understood not merely as a 
procedural formality, but as an interpersonal and intercultural acknowledgment 
of commitments, entitlements, and responsibilities. As Charles Taylor empha-
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sized, “Due recognition is not just a courtesy we owe people. It is a vital human 
need” (Taylor, 1994, p. 26). Such a perspective resists reducing recognition to 
an abstract legal status. Instead, it is depicted as an active stance that affirms 
both our shared humanity and the distinctive cultural identities through which 
individuals and groups define themselves. For this reason, it is noteworthy that 
universalist approaches highlight respect grounded in the affirmation of shared 
human dignity, which is often tied to discourses on rights, while communitarian 
approaches place emphasis on esteem for unique group identities, advocating 
for cultural difference to be valued rather than subordinated. In addition, some 
theorists have gone even further in suggesting the necessity of “a new philosophy 
of intercultural humanism,” one that combines rights awareness with mutual rec-
ognition practices embedded in everyday social life (Cortina, 2007). Importantly, 
such extensive position calls for dialogue, participatory engagement and self-
discipline which are viewed as major prerequisites for long-term social cohesion. 
In this context, from a justice-oriented standpoint, fairness cannot be assessed 
solely within the boundaries of economic frameworks, as it also requires norma-
tive, ethical, and social considerations that extend beyond market logic (Honneth, 
1995). Therefore, merging normative theory with political action may reveal the 
difficulty of balancing market efficiency with humanitarian goals because at the 
global scale, inequalities are presumably amplified by an uneven distribution of 
economic gains and opportunities. While globalization has generated unprece-
dented connectivity and prosperity for some, its benefits remain unevenly shared, 
as noted by Amartya Sen (1999). Hence, it will be pointed out that addressing 
poverty would ideally involve reorienting policies beyond economic growth met-
rics toward fairer distributive patterns that take into account the lived experi-
ence of deprivation. Given these complexities, the interplay between altruism 
and realism deserves particular scrutiny. It will be highlighted that while altruistic 
impulses, understood as expressions of care beyond self-interest, can reinforce 
societal bonds, their sustainability under conditions dominated by competitive 
economic interests might remain questionable unless institutional frameworks 
actively reward such behaviour. Consequently, the need for mechanisms that 
bridge short-term incentives with long-term cooperative gains will be stressed if 
initiatives promoting humanitarian cooperation are not to dissipate under market 
pressures. Moreover, a point is made that cultures vary widely in how they in-
terpret fairness, yet certain principles, such as freedom from discrimination and 
equitable opportunity, can serve as common baselines even amidst divergence in 
traditions or beliefs (Toynbee and Ikeda, 1976). Against this backdrop, the role of 
education for empowerment is outlined as a possible mediator for win-win strate-
gies (Banks, 1999). The latter might further integrate cultural recognition efforts 
with equitable resource distribution policies in order for disadvantaged groups 
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to receive both symbolic recognition and material gains (Bottero, 2005). Thus, 
reconciling economic rationality with pluralist human dignity appears less like a 
fixed formula. Rather, it is viewed as an ongoing negotiation between conflicting 
priorities and overlapping moral claims (Donnelly, 2007). Ultimately, sustain-
ing such a fragile balance demands placing solidarity at the center of societal 
bonds so that recognition is not merely ceremonial but is embedded within socio-
economic arrangements capable of challenging persistent inequalities (Fraser 
and Honneth, 2003). For this reason, the aim of the study is to examine whether 
ethical commitments to universality, solidarity, and recognition can be reconciled 
with economic rationality under contemporary conditions of inequality and the 
reproduction of privilege. Against this background, the novelty of the proposed 
theoretical approach lies in its integration of economic rationality, ethics, and 
recognition into a unified conceptual framework for the analysis of inequalities, 
in which solidarity and education play a connecting and mediating role. In other 
words, the study highlights education and institutional design as strategic media-
tors through which capabilities can be expanded, misrecognition mitigated, and 
long-term economic performance aligned with solidarity-based objectives indis-
pensable for achieving inclusive universality in the field of human rights. Ac-
cordingly, the integration of ethical considerations with economic rationality is 
demonstrated as compatible through analytically grounded argumentation com-
bining philosophical political economy with comparative policy insights. The 
analytical focus is placed on education as a public policy field within selected 
European Union member states, using comparative secondary data to assess re-
lationships between educational investment, inequality, access, social participa-
tion, and labour market outcomes.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Theories of Justice, Recognition and Human Dignity

With regard to the pressing concerns for enhanced justice worldwide, the the-
oretical approach of the Nobel Price winner in Economic Sciences, Amartya Sen 
represents a pertinent example for broad synthesis. His analysis of Adam Smith’s 
“impartial spectator”2 is largely considered a valuable contribution because it of-
fers a standard of fairness grounded not in the self-interest, but in the moral imag-
ination that is needed to judge social arrangements from an unbiased standpoint. 
As noted: “the most humane actions require no self-denial, no self-command, no 
great exertion of the sense of propriety”, since they follow what our “sympathy 
2  It is a core concept in the moral philosophy of Adam Smith (2006, p. 239), representing 

an ideal observer (“the man within the beast”) who provides an unbiased judgement of our 
own actions, guiding us towards proper conduct and moral awareness. 
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would of its own accord prompt us to do”. And so it is with broader values such as 
justice, which require the person to restrain his self-interest and “make the impar-
tial spectator enter into the principles of his conduct” (Sen, 1999, p. 271). From 
here, Sen pointed out that crucial to Smith’s view of “propriety of humanity and 
justice” is “the concord between the affections of the agent and those of the spec-
tators”. Thus, he makes a clarification that according to “the father of economics” 
Adam Smith, a person is firmly placed in the company of others – right in the 
middle of a society to which one belongs. This, in turn, makes the predominant 
individualistic perspectives of self-reliance highly untenable. Put differently, the 
person’s evaluations as well as actions are considered to invoke the presence of 
others, and the individual is not dissociated from “the public”.

In a similar vein, John Rawls’s notion of the “original position”3 could serve 
as a hypothetical vantage point in which individuals reason about justice without 
awareness of their own status or identity. In his words it “describes the parties 
as rational and mutually disinterested, and as selecting principles in a fair initial 
situation” (Rawls, 1999, p. 112). From a broader perspective, such an approach 
supposedly further synchronizes recognition claims with distributive justice 
concepts such as “participation parity” as a particular form of a normative filter 
which facilitates the understanding of whether institutional structures allow indi-
viduals or communities to interact as equals in social life. More specifically, the 
notion of “participatory parity” is developed by the philosopher Nancy Fraser 
who understands the principles of economic equality and the avoidance of social 
degradation as an instrumental means for the achievement of social justice (Fra-
ser and Honneth, 2003 p. 180). According to Fraser, participatory parity implies 
evaluating injustice in terms of the resources needed for full participation as well 
as through the prism of cultural respect which is essential for dignified living. 
As a result, it is highlighted that where material or symbolic inequalities persist, 
egalitarian ideals would remain aspirational rather than fully realized. In addition, 
Fraser (2003, p. 85) claims that redistributive reforms aimed at eliminating class 
divisions may inadvertently clash with recognition strategies that affirm group 
specificity. From here, a conclusion is drawn that blurring rigid status boundar-
ies through transformative recognition might complement redistributive policies 
while simultaneously challenging entrenched beliefs about cultural integrity. For 
this reason, Fraser and Honneth (2003) maintain that human dignity operates at 
multiple levels and economic restraint is just one aspect among many. 

With reference to the above, Arnold Toynbee’s (1976) assumption that both 
freedom and equality are non-negotiable within dignified societies, additionally 
puts into question narrow visions where the paradigms of capitalism or social-

3  The “original position” is a hypothetical situation in which rational individuals choose the 
principles of justice that will structure their society.
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ism outline these values as mutually exclusive. As stated, “in the field of human 
affairs, the maintenance of human dignity ought to be our objective and the crite-
rion of judgment for the rightness or wrongness of the means we use to attain that 
objective. Human dignity demands both freedom and equality. These two neces-
sities are not mutually exclusive. Capitalists and socialists, however, have made 
the mistake of considering them mutually exclusive because the visions of these 
two ideologies are limited to the economic level. Human life and activity operate 
on a number of different levels, each having its own requirements” (Toynbee and 
Ikeda, 1976, p. 100). Arguably, such line of thought often gives prominence to a 
set of hybrid humanitarian-economic strategies that do not tend to sacrifice indi-
vidual liberties while ensuring the necessary fair distribution of resources. There-
fore, it could be stressed that this perspective is closely aligned with what the 
prominent philosopher Adela Cortina describes as “activating both markets and 
universal values simultaneously”, positioning businesses and governments alike 
as agents bound to protect and respect human rights while remedying harm where 
it occurs: “For it is a familiar idea that it is definitive of morality to harmonize the 
prudential ends of people, so that they be co-satisfiable” (Cortina, 2022, p. 96). 
And continued to note that “he is no wise governor nor lover of the common good 
who allows so great a part of the citizenry as the poor to remain not only useless, 
but indeed harmful to themselves and others” (Cortina, 2022, p. 114). 

With regard to the above, the global multicultural contexts may be viewed as 
a contemporary testing grounds for such perceptions. Arguably, in plural environ-
ments, the survival of civic solidarity depends primarily on balancing loyalty to 
specific identities (ethnic, religious) with commitments to democratic equality. 
According to Michael Ignatieff   (2017, p. 48) the need to harmonize opposing 
views reveals an ongoing effort to make diverse populations agree with moral 
orders without coercion. In his words, “moral life in the global city should be 
seen as one of the most consequential experiments in mankind’s history, one that 
tests whether we can reconcile egalitarian commitments to human equality with 
ongoing loyalty to tribe and faith, whether democracy can build civic commit-
ment across diverse populations or whether the tidal wave of human movement 
across borders will produce a populist backlash”. Against this background, he 
outlines that emotions such as fear or defensiveness arise when recognition is ab-
sent or perceived as insincere, while adding that “the ordinary virtues depend on 
public evocation and on public cultivation. They may be local and personal, but 
they are dependent on public choice, on whether there are decent schools, safety 
in the streets, municipal institutions that rally when disaster strikes, and so on” 
(Ignatieff, 2017, p. 217). In a similar vein, it has been stressed by Amartya Sen 
(1999, p. 243) that the affective factors may derail intercultural engagement un-
less addressed alongside structural inequities because “the culturally fearful often 
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take a very fragile view of each culture and tend to underestimate our ability to 
learn from elsewhere without being overwhelmed by that experience”. For this 
reason, the importance of education will be further highlighted as a foundational 
requirement in overcoming stereotypes and hostility through the enhancement 
of intersubjective skills and dialogue across differences that shape civic virtues. 
It is assumed that such development may also contribute for the reconciliation 
of economic rationality and personal dignity in contrast to purely oppositional 
competition. Taken together, these theoretical perspectives might be regarded as 
analytical lenses that reveal distinct vulnerabilities in institutional arrangements. 
Presumably, their value lies less in normative disagreement than in the way they 
illuminate how failures of recognition and distribution emerge under specific 
economic and political constraints.

Economic Rationality and Its Conceptual Limits

The concept of rationality has been widely used in economic and political sci-
ences as a basic model of human choice behaviour. More precisely, “the model 
states that the agent should maximize her or his utility function to be considered 
rational”. Therefore, “agents are considered rational if their preferences are tran-
sitive and complete and they choose what they most prefer among the available 
alternatives. In many cases the assumptions of self-interest and perfect knowl-
edge are added to the notion of rationality. Hence we get the homo œconomicus 
model according to which individuals are rational, exclusively self-interested 
and have perfect knowledge about the consequences of their choices” (Rona 
and Zsolnai, 2017, p. 255). Furthermore, it is considered that the agent “might 
lack information, in which case his decisions might not be as good as those he 
would make if he had full knowledge of the facts. He could also choose not to 
be completely informed, or to not think things through in detail, because to do 
so costs time and, potentially, money. But he pursues his own interests perfectly, 
whatever they were” (Tirole, 2017, p. 123). While analytically useful, however, 
this model has been criticised for narrowing human motivation to a single axis 
of material self-interest through an overly restrictive notion of what constitutes 
“rational”. One which tends to abstract the decision-making process from the 
social, cultural, and emotional contexts in which real choices occur, while as-
suming that personal benefit calculations can be detached from identity, loyalty, 
or moral considerations. Notably, economists themselves have asserted that such 
simplifications risk creating agents who make internally consistent choices yet 
fail to account for broader human concerns (Tirole, 2017; Zamagni and Zamagni, 
2010). More specifically, Amartya Sen (1977) has developed the idea of the “ra-
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tional fool”4 as a critique of the restricted conception of rationality in mainstream 
economic theory. He argues that the classical economic agent, who always maxi-
mizes personal advantage, follows consistent preferences, and ignores moral or 
social considerations, is rational only in a very limited technical sense, but fool-
ish in human, ethical, and social terms. For Sen, therefore, individuals are not 
solely “utility-maximizers” because they also act from commitments, moral ob-
ligations, sympathy, and concern for justice. Quite the contrary, when economic 
theory defines rational action only as personal utility maximization, it excludes 
the full range of motivations that shape real human behaviour. For this reason, 
Sen assumes that genuine rationality requires the capacity to evaluate choices, 
exercise moral judgment, and sometimes act against narrow self-interest for the 
sake of principles, fairness, or the well-being of others.

Nevertheless, it may be argued with regard to the aforementioned that peo-
ple’s behaviour often appears to be too complex and unpredictable. Contextual 
factors such as cognitive biases, limited foresight, cultural norms, and ethical 
commitments introduce variability in the mental maps through which individuals 
interpret success or failure. Put briefly, “the different social worlds are shaped 
by unspoken, implicit, or background social “identities”, expressed through the 
patterning of our practical social relations, resources and lifestyles. And such 
differences help to explain how symbolic boundaries and collectivised identi-
ties rise, and fall… Differential association occurs in diverse ways, as stratified 
social relations mean that people follow different routes through life” (Bottero, 
2005, p. 259). As a result, rational choice stripped of this contextual grounding 
risk reducing diverse human motivations into an artificially uniform logic. On the 
contrary, in some communities not to take advantage of a profitable opportunity 
might be deemed as entirely rational if it has to do with communal obligations or 
reciprocal trust. Against this backdrop, the relevance of this analysis does not lie 
in rejecting rational choice theory, but in demonstrating how narrow operational 
definitions of rationality can systematically distort institutional design, thereby 
perpetuating privilege reproduction and exclusionary outcomes.

Ethical Dimensions of Economic Decision-Making

In view of the above, it is worth stressing that in general ethical dimensions 
in economic decision-making tend to generate tension that is both structural and 
cultural, merging questions about fairness with the constraints of market-driven 
self-interest. Therefore, moving beyond the presumption that rational actors are 
4 A “rational fool” is someone who follows strict self-interest even when moral or social rea-

sons justify acting otherwise; who refuses to consider justice, reciprocity, or social norms in 
decision-making and behaves “rationally” according to economic models, but “foolishly” 
from a human and ethical perspective.
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purely self-interested, was indicated to open a pathway for considering moral 
obligation as a legitimate determinant of economic choices. This shift implies 
acknowledging that decisions about production, consumption, and resource al-
location cannot be morally neutral, even when framed in technical or utilitar-
ian terms. Otherwise, economic rationality which is understood narrowly, risks 
obscuring the ties between economic processes and human dignity. Hence deci-
sions oriented solely toward efficiency can ignore the harms they impose upon 
disadvantaged populations unless ethical criteria are embedded into institutional 
design (Cortina, 2007). As a result, the significance of mutual recognition be-
comes central here: a recognition not simply as acknowledgment of existence, 
but as affirmation of equal moral worth across economic relationships (Honneth, 
1995). Quite the contrary, when such recognition is absent, it may be assumed 
that the legitimacy of economic decisions has been eroded, particularly for those 
whose cultural identities are marginalized by dominant systems because “those 
at the bottom of hierarchies are often stigmatised, and seen not merely as subor-
dinate but also of lower worth” (Bottero, 2005, p. 253). It follows from the lat-
ter that material disadvantage and symbolic exclusion often reinforce each other 
and ethical considerations predominantly seek to counteract such imbalances by 
integrating distributive justice and participatory parity into the decision-making 
processes. From a humanitarian perspective, this would entail enhancement of 
capabilities that can be interpreted as a substantive freedom that people enjoy 
(Rona and Zsolnai, 2017, p. 65), such as access to education, healthcare, political 
participation, and protection from exploitation. Supposedly, persons who tend 
to prioritize equitable resource distribution over short-term financial gain could 
still be considered rational if their aim aligns with enhancing these fundamental 
capabilities for themselves and others. Therefore, this broadened conception also 
regards altruism from the standpoint of rational action rather than as its antithesis. 
In is argued that “to recognize the human motivation for sociability and altruism 
is not to deny the reality of self interest or “self love” as a motivator. Rather it is 
to say that calculative rationality is not necessarily selfish in seeking one’s own 
advantage to the exclusion of regard for others” (Rona and Zsolnai, 2017, p. 200) 
and while skepticism remains about altruism’s durability under competitive pres-
sures, institutional mechanisms, such as ethical markets (fair trade), cooperative 
enterprises, or socially responsible investment funds, can align mutual benefit 
with individual incentives so that, in the long term, prosocial behaviour may be-
come strategically sound (Sen, 2006).

Put differently, this would entail “education, access to health care, and above 
all employment, for it is through free, creative, participatory and mutually sup-
portive labor that human beings express and enhance the dignity of their lives” 
(Rona and Zsolnai, 2017, p. 218). Not surprisingly, in the words of Nancy Fraser 
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“egalitarian redistributive claims have supplied the paradigm case for most theo-
rizing about social justice for the past 150 years” (Fraser and Honneth, 2003, p. 
7). From here, a focus on universality in social rights implies that no economic 
calculus should relativize the entitlement to basic freedoms. As emphasised by 
Sen (2006, p. 141) “the remedying of barriers requires the development of fa-
cilities for schooling and education, and also of a supportive safety network, 
including health care. Economic globalization is not just about opening up the 
markets”. It is further outlined that, the challenge lies in embedding these com-
mitments amidst competitive market dynamics, where outcomes are typically 
judged by profitability outcomes that rarely account for social inclusion. In con-
trast, altruistic acts, such as accepting lower profit margins to ensure equitable 
pay structures, can strengthen societal cohesion by fostering trust and reciprocity 
across communities (Tirole, 2017). Yet their sustainability within markets would 
remain uncertain without mechanisms to align moral ideals with tangible incen-
tives, so a possible strategy might involve rethinking corporate accountability 
so as to address the responsibility for the broader social impact of economic ac-
tions. In this context, Rona and Zsolnai (2017) suggest that if enterprises consider 
maintaining community well-being as part of their operational mandate, altruism 
would become an embedded norm and not an “extra” virtue because in the word 
of Jean Tirole (2017, p. 1) critics have warned us of “the disintegration of the 
social contract and the loss of human dignity, the decline of politics and public 
service, and the environmental unsustainability of the present economic model”. 

Nevertheless, as mentioned, cultural differences prevail and also shape the 
ethical terrain on which economic decisions play out. The assumption that there 
is a universal paradigm applicable everywhere can be problematic since inter-
pretations of duty or justice vary widely by local tradition (Lindsay et al., 2008) 
which further highlights the relevance of the subject matter. For example, from 
the perspective of cultural relativism, it appears that what one culture consider 
an example of fair trade practices may in contrast strike another as insufficiently 
reciprocal. For this reason, an overlapping consensus5 approach has largely been 
recommended as a viable method that would allow heterogeneous societies to 
find common ground without erasing diversity. In this regard, by making a com-
parison between several stages of human rights relativity, Jack Donnelly (2007) 
highlighted that the “overlapping consensus universality” is the one that has to 
be endorsed. This form of universality is seen as partial rather than complete, in 
the sense that it can leave open a space for local, cultural particularity and other 
forms of diversity if properly understood. Therefore, the underlying assumption 

5  Political philosophers term “overlapping consensus,” where different value systems con-
verge on shared principles, such as fairness or participation, without enforcing uniform 
ideological justifications.
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of Donnelly’s analysis is that the defensible claims of universality refer to the 
rights one has simply because one is a human being, but whether everyone, or 
even anyone, enjoys them is argued to be another matter of concern, largely a 
result of where one has “the good or bad fortune to live”. 

As evidence of the upper statement might serve a report of the “International 
Labour Organization” (2022) which indicates that “50 million people lived in 
modern slavery in 2021”. It has been estimated that the number grew signifi-
cantly in the last five years and in 2021, ten million more people were in mod-
ern slavery compared to 2016 global estimates. Arguably, this data signals the 
pressing concern for truly a humanitarian approach as an antidote to injustice. 
According to Donnelly, it is important not to lose sight of the challenges ahead 
in terms of a more value-oriented attitude and true predominance of rights over 
power interests which would require an inclusive mindset that does not operate 
on the principle of superiority versus inferiority categorizations. On the contrary, 
a simplistic view of this process might result in counterproductive effects and 
human rights advocates have to be capable of operating on both sides of the 
universalist/relativist divide with the clear consciousness that sometimes not all 
differences can be reconciled and a degree of sober realism might be of relevance 
for the implementation of a constructive dialogue and improved human rights 
standards (Donelly, 2007). In other words, although the task of cultural transla-
tion might differ from the desired expectations, the attempts for broadening of 
common values must not be abandoned if the true mission of human rights is to 
become reality. As noted, “the real human rights problem is creating the agree-
ments that would actuate rights for all people” (Handwerker, 1997). A predomi-
nant view is that the prospects for resolving this dilemma still remain unclear, 
but namely this ambiguity, in the end, could happen to mobilize transformative 
energies and struggle for real achievements, emphasizing decision-making along 
humanitarian lines, where material welfare will not be separated from its social 
and environmental contexts (Honneth, 1995). Hence a transformation of such 
models would require institutional changes that embed social responsibility with-
in trade rules and governance frameworks rather than treating them as peripheral 
adjustments. Furthermore, ethical decision-making under these circumstances is 
to evaluate cross-border impacts, not only with regard to the benefit of domestic 
stakeholders, because it is equally important how foreign communities are af-
fected in terms of dignity, opportunity, and security.

In light of the above, the researcher Patrici Calvo (2018, p. 165) suggests that 
engaging executives or students with concepts like “the good” or “the appro-
priate” may offer alternative lenses through which ambiguous business dilem-
mas might be resolved beyond the prospects of immediate gain. Accordingly, 
such kind of engagement might shift decision-making from compliance-oriented 
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objectives towards more complex judgment based on the specifics of personal 
character and culture, because reconciling opposing priorities, such as market 
efficiency versus human dignity, in essence would require creative institutional 
engineering. In such a manner upholding rights may not be seen as antagonis-
tic to competitive success. From this perspective, Axel Honneth (1995, p. 128) 
claims that “solidarity can be understood as an interactive relationship in which 
subjects mutually sympathize with their various different ways of life because, 
among themselves, they esteem each other symmetrically”. It is further assumed 
that solidarity can coexist with profit motives while limiting exploitation. Thus, 
achieving universality in egalitarian principles, would depend on embedding eth-
ics into the operational logics themselves, as already stressed, which is supposed 
to involve persistent negotiation among diverse interests without compromise 
on the protection of basic rights. In other words, “win-win” strategies are to be 
advocated where possible, which would require sustained political will along-
side participatory engagement mechanisms, capable of integrating voices from 
disadvantaged groups directly into the policy agenda (Sen, 2006). Without this 
integration, recognition would run the risk of becoming diminished into symbolic 
gestures devoid of transformative power and such development would remain 
incompatible with genuine egalitarianism (Fraser and Honneth, 2003). 

Aligning economic incentives with capability expansion may urge markets to 
reorient towards solidarity-compatible objectives while still delivering measur-
able returns on investment by creating spaces for sustained intercultural dialogue 
(Calvo, 2018). For example, joint civic projects, environmental cooperatives, arts 
festivals featuring mixed cultural representation are viewed as mechanisms to 
tackle divisions outside formal political negotiations. Arguably, these collabora-
tions embody reciprocal recognition more effectively than abstract declarations 
because participants coproduce tangible outcomes that could benefit all involved 
parties. At this point, the emotional dimension appears as a vital premise because 
trust is primarily gained through repeated positive interactions in shared contexts 
where difference is present, but non-threatening. 

Historical Perspectives on Ethics and Economics

The relationship between ethics and economics has long reflected competing 
visions of human motivation, collective welfare, and the limits of market logic. 
Historical perspectives reveal that tensions between self-interest and moral obli-
gation are not modern inventions, but have been embedded in economic thought 
from its earliest formulations, beginning with Aristotle’s view that economic ac-
tivity must serve human flourishing and continuing through the medieval Scho-
lastics’ emphasis on just price and fairness. As outlined, the work of early modern 
thinkers such as Adam Smith is instructive it this regard, despite the fact that 
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popular references to his statement in the The Wealth of Nations that our dinner 
depends upon the self-interest of “the butcher, the brewer, or the baker”, tend to 
ignore the parallel emphasis placed on moral sentiments as necessary prerequi-
sites for social cohesion (Hirschman, 1977). It has been acknowledged by Smith 
that an unrestrained pursuit of personal advantage could lead to folly at a societal 
scale. As a result, “his ideal was less a minimal state than one capable of curbing 
excess without suffocating economic initiative” (Hirschman, 1977, p. 104). This 
dual concern illustrates how early liberal thought intertwined market function-
ing with an implicit ethical concern, recognizing that sheer efficiency separated 
from compassion risked undermining the polity itself. Furthermore, the perspec-
tive of Montesquieu and James Steuart granted politics primacy over economic 
processes in maintaining human dignity (Hirschman,   1977, p. 128). In their 
view, economy was understood less as an autonomous mechanism than as a tool 
subordinated to cultural and civic objectives. Such subordination echoes later 
arguments by thinkers like the historian Arnold Toynbee, who insisted on placing 
culture and education at an upper scale within societal hierarchies (Toynbee and 
Ikeda, 1976, p. 101). For Toynbee, economic controls and planning were indis-
pensable, but only if oriented toward human spiritual development rather than 
power consolidation.

As indicated earlier, however, the nineteenth century has witnessed the con-
solidation of more mechanistic models, where material self-interest became en-
shrined as the primary driver of progress and social welfare. These models pre-
sented selfishness as a reliable motor for prosperity. Yet, even then, dissenting 
voices warned against reducing human behaviour to such narrow drives. Critics 
emphasized intangible goods like trust and reciprocity as vital assets for eco-
nomic stability, sparking debates about relational goods and their transformative 
potential (Calvo, 2018, p. 95). Later, in post-industrial Europe of the twentieth-
century, ethical concerns have arguably reemerged within analyses of inequality 
and poverty eradication. The position of the Spanish philosopher Adela Cortina 
(2017) exemplifies this shift, arguing that while rational self-interest remains a 
fact of economic life, acting from it alone leads to social erosion. Her advocacy 
for integrating universal values into business practice marked a deliberate chal-
lenge to traditions treating markets as ethically neutral arenas. The idea was not to 
replace self-interest entirely, but to bind it within frameworks that entail mutual 
obligations across social strata. Similar currents of thought have also surfaced in 
heterodox economics through figures like the American economist Sam Bowles, 
whose broadening of economic inquiry into the human sciences suggested a civi-
lizing effect of markets when tempered by social cohesion concerns (Tirole, 2017, 
p. 48). Amartya Sen’s (2006) analysis further reframed these historical threads 
by dismantling reductionist assumptions about singular identity and pure ratio-
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nal choice by revealing how classical economics’ focus on “the economic man” 
marginalized plural affiliations central to lived human experience, and an evalu-
ative framework attentive both to material deprivation and cultural inclusivity 
was urged. Against this background, Sen’s work can be seen as reviving strands 
already latent in Smith’s moral philosophy but often eclipsed by market funda-
mentalism in subsequent centuries. With regard to the latter, historically aware 
perspectives suggest that interdisciplinarity was never alien to economics. Rather 
it was gradually eroded by professional specialization (Tirole, 2017). Historical 
experiences demonstrated both cooperative expansion, through fairer trade sys-
tems, and exploitative consolidation where stronger economies leveraged asym-
metrical power unchecked by ethical constraints (Sen, 2006). Thus, altruism has 
been alternately celebrated and dismissed depending on prevailing paradigms. 
On the one hand it has long been celebrated as beneficial for social cohesion, 
because “ancient gift economies” relied heavily on reciprocal giving, while on 
the other hand, modern capitalist systems struggle with its sustainability unless 
coupled with structural incentives through win-win arrangements (Calvo, 2018, 
p. 92). For instance, the sociologist Wendy Bottero (2005) claims that societies 
investing early in inclusive education tended historically to develop broader par-
ticipatory parity across classes. In her view, this becomes salient when examining 
the mid-20th century welfare states where schooling had reduced inherited class 
divisions. Conversely, neglecting education perpetuated stereotypes and hostility, 
lessons tragically repeated across colonial contexts where imposed economies 
ignored local capabilities enhancement in favour of extractive gain. Importanlty, 
the latter continues to incite debates about inequality, sustainability, and global 
justice that tend to reaffirm that economics cannot be understood without its mor-
al foundations. In line with this argument, Tirole (2017, p. 5) supports the claim 
that “economics works toward the common good; its goal is to make the world 
a better place; it analyzes situations in which individual interest is compatible 
with the quest for collective well-being, as well as those in which, by contrast, 
individual interest hinders that quest”. It this regard the notion of privilege pre-
sumably merits closer attention. 

Methodology

The current study aims to investigate how education functions as an institu-
tional mediator between the quest of inclusive universality in the realm of human 
rights and economic rationality. More precisely, using secondary international 
data, the research aims to investigate the connection between public expenditure 
in education and certain measures of inequality, access, and social involvement. 
The study aims to accomplish this goal by pursuing multiple interconnected ob-
jectives:  first, to develop an analytical framework that integrates the ideas of 
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economic rationality, recognition, and capability expansion; second, to pinpoint 
the main ways that social and educational disparities contribute to the perpetu-
ation of privilege; third, to evaluate the potential of education to improve capa-
bilities, lessen exclusion, and promote equitable participation; fourth, to compare 
international indicators of educational spending and inequality; and, finally, to 
develop evidence-based policy implications regarding the ability of educational 
systems to balance efficiency-oriented economic logic with moral commitments 
to solidarity and universality. Based on secondary international data, the current 
study uses a qualitative comparative analytical technique. Rather than establish-
ing strict causal linkages, the goal of the methodological design is to investigate 
how education serves as an institutional mediator between the quest of inclu-
sive universality and economic rationality. As a result, the analysis concentrates 
on finding interpretive connections and comparative trends between educational 
spending and particular social outcomes. Secondary indicators from globally re-
nowned sources, such as Eurostat, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD), the World Bank, make up the study’s empirical foun-
dation. The chosen variables include measurements of income inequality (such 
as the Gini coefficient), public education spending (as a percentage of GDP and 
per capita), and indices of social inclusion. A comparative interpretive logic un-
derpins the analytical process, enabling the observation of medium-term patterns 
in the context of escalating social inequality and economic rationalization. First, 
trends in educational spending are analyzed and compared across four EU coun-
tries. Second, these patterns are evaluated in light of discernible advancements in 
social engagement, education access, and inequality. Third, the theoretical frame-
work that combines the ideas of economic rationality, recognition, and capabil-
ity growth is used to analyze the empirical patterns. A comprehensive evalua-
tion of how educational institutions may either strengthen or lessen processes of 
privilege reproduction is made possible by the triangulation of data, comparative 
observation, and normative analysis.  The study’s methodological contribution 
is in connecting empirical indicators with normative political economy, even if 
it does not seek to give econometric models. While recognizing the contextual 
constraints inherent in cross-national comparisons, the research aims to produce 
evidence-based insights pertinent for social inclusion and education policy by 
integrating quantitative secondary data with qualitative interpretation.

Analysis and Results

Mechanisms of Privilege Reproduction

According to the research, a complex and mutually reinforcing network of 
forces spanning the political, cultural, educational, and economic spheres is re-



Ethics, Economic Rationality, and the Pursuit of Universality: Reconciling ...

161

sponsible for the reproduction of privilege. These processes combine in ways that 
consistently direct opportunities toward already-advantaged groups while limit-
ing access for others, rather than operating independently. The results imply that 
material disparities are typically incorporated in larger institutional frameworks 
that normalize uneven starting situations rather than being isolated phenomena. 
From an economic point of view, privilege reproduction is strongly associated 
with unequal access to resources, steady work, and accumulated capital, all of 
which influence people’s ability to gain from public systems. However, the study 
shows that persisting inequality cannot be completely explained by economic 
advantage alone. By creating prevailing standards of skill, quality, and social 
worth, symbolic and cultural forces work in tandem. These standards frequently 
reinforce the misperception of excluded groups by favouring identities, ways of 
living, and types of knowledge associated with socially dominant groups.

More specifically, privilege can be conceptualized as the structured accumu-
lation of advantages, material, symbolic, cultural, and political, accessible to 
certain individuals or groups by virtue of their position within a social hierar-
chy (Roemer, 1998, p. 112). These advantages are not randomly distributed, but 
maintained through mechanisms that foster inclusion for some while excluding 
others. Supposedly, this notion extends beyond immediate wealth or resources 
into domains such as social mobility and legal rights. When viewed through this 
lens, privilege functions as a form of “monopolization” because those in privi-
leged positions often control the conditions under which valuable resources may 
be accessed, thereby enforcing criteria that favour insiders and weaken the oppor-
tunity pathways for the outsiders. Therefore, the supposed monopolization may 
manifest economically in control over markets or professions, culturally through 
the regulation of legitimate knowledge or status symbols, and politically by shap-
ing bureaucratic recruitment and governance to sustain an advantaged cadre (Ro-
emer, 1998; Zamagni and Zamagni, 2010; De Sousa Santos, 2018). However, 
it is worth highlighting that these mechanisms are not static, but may evolve 
alongside shifts in economic structures, political regimes, and cultural values, 
adapting to preserve relative advantage and to maintain disparities across genera-
tions through the reinforcement of dominance, both materially and symbolically. 
From this perspective, the reproduction of privilege might be considered as mul-
tidimensional and self-reinforcing dynamic, sustained by material inequalities, 
symbolic hierarchies, and institutional path dependencies. Put differently, it is 
reproduced through recognition processes when dominant identities are affirmed 
as the standard, while marginalized identities are devalued or rendered invisible.

For this reason, from an egalitarian standpoint, privilege is regarded as a form 
of violation of the human rights universality because it selectively withholds eq-
uitable access to capabilities necessary for full participation in society through 
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hierarchical processes defining who is “eligible” to benefit not simply on eco-
nomic grounds, but also along the lines of ethnicity, citizenship, or lifestyle valu-
ations (Handwerker, 1997). As these exclusive arrangements intersect with cul-
tural identities, recognition may get distorted and what ought to be an affirmation 
of equal worth is replaced with graded esteem based on conformity to dominant 
norms. According to Honneth (1995, 2003) such forms of misrecognition tend 
to undermine solidarity and to entrench divisions. More specifically, as noted, 
material privilege includes disparities in wealth or ownership; political privilege 
encompasses differential access to decision-making influence; cultural privilege 
covers access to valued societal narratives and public legitimacy; educational 
privilege reflects uneven opportunities for acquiring skills and credentials that 
over time provide better economic prospects (Zamagni and Zamagni, 2010, p. 
95) because privilege operates through a web of such interlocking mechanisms. 
As a result, such networks selectively channel opportunities, information, and 
endorsements within closed circles (Bottero, 2005). Arguably, the depicted dy-
namic contributes to a persistent gap between formal equality of opportunity and 
actual equality of access. From here, a conclusion might be drawn that disman-
tling one dimension of the interconnected mechanisms of privilege reproduction 
without addressing others, would pose the risk of superficial reform. Against this 
backdrop, the role of education is deemed pivotal because the attempt to coun-
teract these entrenched mechanisms and symbolic recognition hierarchies would 
require addressing their emotional undercurrents as well as structural forms (De 
Sousa Santos, 2018) through presumable reconciliation of the emerging tensions 
between the interests defending exclusivity and the humanitarian aspirations to-
wards egalitarian inclusion.

Education as an Institutional Mediator

As argued by Wendy Bottero (2005) education may disrupt the process of 
privilege reproduction. Removing barriers to educational access is considered 
to foster social mobility across generations by weakening long-standing attach-
ments to inherited economic positions. Also it is suggested to strengthen capa-
bilities across socio-economic lines while challenging symbolic hierarchies by 
ascribing a value to diverse intellectual traditions (Ximenes, 2019). From this 
perspective, education is grasped as both a moral imperative and an instrumental 
tool for more ethical economies because greater access is expected to reduce the 
hostility between groups with diverging cultural or ideological backgrounds (Co-
rina, 2000). Pluralist curricula that is comprised of multiple cultural narratives 
and various cultural contributions to the overall field of knowledge is proposed 
as an antidote to the longstanding stereotypes that fuel misrecognition. Viewed 
this way, education can function as a bridge between cultural recognition and 
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practical capability enhancement. Against this background, ethical norms would 
arguably feel less imposed and more adopted through informed consent because 
individuals are provided with the analytical skills needed to critically assess, both 
personal choices and collective policies (Barrow, 2007). Such educational de-
velopment may culminate in enhancing dispositions conducive to altruistic en-
gagement in solidarity movements pushing for structural reforms toward fairer 
global arrangements in the face of historical shifts. It is claimed by researchers 
that informal practices sustain differential treatment through “subtler channels 
in the reproduction of advantage” (Bottero, 2005, p. 136). Hence exposure to di-
verse narratives during formative years might reduce hostility towards outgroups, 
thereby preparing students to view solidarity and mutual aid as normal economic 
behaviour rather than peripheral ideals (Ketko et al., 2023). In this regard, it 
is acknowledged that when all voices in educational environments carry equal 
weight regardless of background, they contribute to cooperative habits and in-
clusion which are further transferred to the field of work life and governance. In 
Cortina’s (2000) view such convergence might enable cooperation across cultural 
lines even when deeper normative commitments differ because altruism thrives 
where structural support exists. Therefore, by ensuring that disadvantaged groups 
will receive both symbolic recognition, as valued participants, and tangible re-
sources enabling full social participation, education may act as moral ground for 
equitable economies. 

The interplay between altruism and recognition is especially critical here be-
cause as already pointed out by Fraser and Honneth (2003), resource transfers 
alone cannot erase entrenched hierarchies if symbolic affirmation is absent. Like-
wise, symbolic valorization without material supports may leave the capability 
gaps unresolved. For this reason, educational reform is broadly considered as 
particularly salient. Increasing access to quality learning environments may dis-
rupt intergenerational transmission of privilege because solidarity emerges when 
institutions put in place mechanisms for cooperative relationships between pre-
viously segregated groups. In turn, educated populations may more readily ac-
cept altruistic strategies not as concessions but as investments in mutual stability. 
Thus, empowerment could be stimulated not simply as a result from the removal 
of barriers, but from fostering affective orientations toward cooperation. For ex-
ample, public storytelling embedded in coursework can help students connect ab-
stract egalitarian principles with tangible human experiences (Barrow, 2007). It is 
assumed that when learners engage deeply with perspectives outside their imme-
diate interests, they are more likely to act for collective welfare rather than nar-
row gain (Calvo, 2018). In such manner, altruistic urges intersect with education 
as both a motivator for reform and a behavioural outcome of empowered learning 
because inequality and privilege are not accidental, but predictable institutional 



Ina Nikolova

164

outcomes when informational asymmetries remain unaddressed. Therefore, true 
recognition within educational practice demands curricular pluralization so that 
diverse histories, languages, and cultural contributions appear not as peripheral 
topics, but as integral components of common knowledge. The humanitarian 
perspective frames this effort within a broader commitment to universality: no 
one’s dignity can be contingent on conformity to dominant group norms or on 
economic convenience (Sen, 2001). In doing so, this perspective challenges the 
legitimacy claims of systems that value narrow cultural understanding as indica-
tive of competence.

With regard to the aforementioned, the “Multicultural Education Framework” 
elaborated by James Banks deserves closer scrutiny because it constitutes one of 
the most influential models for understanding how schools can respond system-
atically to cultural and linguistic diversity. In the words of Banks (1999, p. viii) 
“as our ethnic texture continues to deepen, the challenge of educating students 
to function effectively in a pluralistic society intensifies”. Taking various com-
plexities into account, the framework is rooted in the premise that educational 
equity cannot be achieved through curricular additions alone. Rather, Banks has 
conceptualized it as a multidimensional reform project that is organised around 
five analytically distinct yet mutually reinforcing dimensions, each of which de-
lineates a critical domain in which educational transformation must occur. These 
dimensions are as follows: content integration, the knowledge-construction pro-
cess, prejudice reduction, equity pedagogy, and an empowering school culture. 
More specifically, the content integration concerns the systematic incorporation 
of diverse cultural perspectives, intellectual traditions, and historical narratives 
from multiple cultural groups into the curriculum. Banks (1999, p. 14) argues that 
when curricular knowledge reflects only dominant cultural narratives, students 
internalize narrow worldviews and develop distorted understandings of both self 
and other. Hence that monocultural knowledge constrains interpretive repertoires 
and reproduces epistemic exclusion. Integrating diverse epistemic sources is, 
therefore, regarded not a decorative task, but a conceptual one because it may 
broaden the interpretive frames through which students encounter knowledge. 
Nevertheless, the content integration alone is considered insufficient, which leads 
to the second dimension which encompasses the knowledge-construction. More 
precisely, it examines the socio-historical and ideological conditions under which 
knowledge is produced, legitimated, and disseminated. In this regard, Banks has 
emphasized that students must be assisted in critically examining how dominant 
epistemologies emerge, whose voices are authorized within them, and how he-
gemonic assumptions shape the formation of disciplinary canons. As a result, 
this dimension is related to the epistemic reflexivity and the broader debates 
on knowledge, power, and representation, which ought to develop the students’ 
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ability to critique and reconstruct knowledge rather than passively consume it. 
Furthermore, Banks’ third dimension is concerned with the prejudice reduction, 
where the socio-psychological dimension of schooling is highlighted. Drawing 
on extensive research in social psychology, Banks (1999, p. 48) acknowledged 
that classrooms function as crucial micro-contexts in which intergroup percep-
tions and implicit biases can be either reinforced or diminished. For this reason, 
he suggested that schools must adopt strategies, such as cooperative learning 
structures, perspective-taking activities, and critical discussions that systemati-
cally reduce prejudice and promote inclusive inclinations. Thus, the relational 
and affective role of multicultural education is highlighted in contrast to the pure-
ly cognitive aspect. The fourth dimension, equity pedagogy, shifts the analytical 
focus to teachers’ instructional practices and their capacity to mediate learning in 
ways that promote equitable academic outcomes. From this perspective, Banks 
(1999, p. 97) asserted that sustainable multicultural reform would require institu-
tional arrangements that democratize decision-making, ensure equitable distribu-
tion of resources, diversify staff, and cultivate norms that affirm cultural plural-
ism. Last but not least, the fifth dimension which has to do with empowering 
school culture and social structure, supposedly expands the framework beyond 
individual classrooms to the institutional ecology of schooling because without 
broader structural transformation in terms of discipline policies, family-school 
relations, teacher diversity, and decision-making structures, innovations gained 
at the classroom-level, would remain isolated and vulnerable to reversal. As a 
consequence, according to Banks, this dimension is often the most difficult to 
implement, yet it is essential. For this reason, as outlined, Banks’ framework 
highlights that solidarity-oriented and pluralistic education is not the result of iso-
lated interventions, but of aligned reforms across epistemic, pedagogical, social, 
and institutional domains. This finding supports the major claim that solidarity-
compatible economic rationality requires institutional design rather than moral 
appeals alone. Equal access to quality education, therefore, emerges as an em-
pirically justified policy lever for aligning long-term collective rationality with 
ethical standards which, in turn, fosters the argument that inclusive universality 
in human rights depends on institutions capable of reconciling incentive-driven 
behaviour with ethical commitments.

Comparative Evidence on Education, Inequality, and Social Participation 

For the purpose of detailed analysis, the following section presents compara-
tive empirical results on education as a public policy field in Bulgaria, Germany, 
Spain, and Sweden, focusing on public investment, system performance, and as-
sociated social outcomes. The analysis highlights how variations in education 
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policy design and financing correspond to differences in inequality, access, social 
mobility, and labour market inclusion. 

It is noteworthy that public expenditure on education varies considerably 
across the selected countries. Public expenditure on education as a share of gross 
domestic product (GDP) constitutes a key indicator of governmental commit-
ment to social development and human capital formation. According to data from 
the World Bank’s World Development Indicators, Bulgaria’s public spending on 
education during the most recent years for which comparable data are available 
reflects a moderate but stable level of investment. Specifically, World Bank data 
place Bulgaria’s education expenditure at roughly the mid-4% range of GDP in 
the early 2020s. Aggregated historical data further suggest that Bulgaria’s long-
term average remains slightly below the European Union mean, which has typi-
cally ranged between 4.6% and 4.7% of GDP.

A broader cross-national perspective highlights substantial structural varia-
tion in fiscal commitment to education systems. According to Eurostat (2025b), 
Sweden maintained among the highest education expenditure levels in the EU. 
For example, in 2022 it recorded 6.9% of GDP, reflecting a strong redistribu-
tive welfare orientation. In contrast, Germany and Spain were closer to the EU 
average, generally fluctuating around 5.0–5.5% of GDP. Bulgaria, by compari-
son, allocated a comparatively smaller share of national output to education, re-
maining below both the Swedish model and, in most years, the average value 
across EU Member States (World Bank, n.d.; TheGlobalEconomy.com, n.d.). 
These differences reflect structural variation in fiscal commitment to education 
systems. Moreover, higher levels of education expenditure tend to be associated 
with greater stability of investment over time, whereas lower-spending countries 
appear more susceptible to funding volatility, particularly during periods of eco-
nomic crises.

Building on the observed cross-national variation in public expenditure on 
education, a comparative perspective further suggests an association between 
higher levels of educational investment and lower inequality. Data from the 
World Bank’s World Development Indicators indicate that countries sustaining 
relatively higher and more stable public expenditure on education tend to exhibit 
lower levels of income inequality, as measured by the Gini index (World Bank, 
n.d.). Within the European Union, this pattern is reinforced by Eurostat statistics 
on equivalized disposable income, which show that high-investment countries 
such as Sweden – where education spending consistently exceeds 6% of GDP – 
maintain comparatively low inequality levels. By contrast, countries with more 
moderate expenditure profiles, such as Germany and Spain, cluster closer to the 
EU average, while Bulgaria, characterized by comparatively restrained invest-
ment in education relative to EU peers, has consistently recorded some of the 
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highest Gini coefficients among Member States (Eurostat, 2025c). Read in con-
junction with the education-spending data, these findings support the conclusion 
that sustained public investment in education is closely associated with lower 
and more stable distributive outcomes, whereas lower or less resilient investment 
trajectories tend to coincide with persistently higher inequality.

Moreover, indicators on access and retention further illustrate cross-country 
disparities that align with patterns in public investment in education. According 
to Eurostat statistics, the share of early leavers from education and training – 
young people aged 18-24 who have attained at most lower secondary education 
and are not participating in further education or training – has shown a steady 
decline across the European Union over the last decade, from around 11.8% in 
2013 to approximately 9.5% in 2023, indicating gradual improvement in reten-
tion (Eurostat, 2025a). Country-level data reveal that early leaving rates in Spain 
remain above the EU average, with approximately 13% of young people leav-
ing education early in 2024, reflecting persistent challenges despite long-term 
policy efforts (Trading Economics, 2026; Eurostat, 2025a). In Bulgaria, recent 
monitoring indicates that early leaving rates declined from higher levels in the 
mid-2010s to roughly 8.2% in 2024, moving closer to the EU-27 average, but 
still representing a significant retention challenge relative to northern and central 
European systems (European Commission, 2025). In general, the documented 
trends are consistent with the observation that countries with stronger and more 
stable public investment in education – as described in the previous section – tend 
to achieve more sustained reductions in early school leaving, while countries 
with more moderate educational spending show slower progress in retention out-
comes. This pattern suggests that sustained investment in education is associated 
not only with distributive equity, but also with improved participation and com-
pletion across the education system. Yet improvements in early school retention 
constitute a necessary, but not sufficient condition for reducing broader income 
inequalities, which remain shaped by cumulative educational quality, labour-
market integration, and intergenerational transmission mechanisms.

In terms of social mobility and human capital formation, comparative indica-
tors further reinforce the relationship between education outcomes and long-term 
distributive dynamics observed in the preceding analysis. Data from the World 
Bank’s Human Capital Index (HCI) show that countries such as Sweden and Ger-
many consistently achieve higher levels of human capital accumulation, reflect-
ing stronger educational attainment, learning outcomes, and health conditions 
that support future productivity, as defined by the index  (World Bank, n.d.). By 
contrast, Bulgaria records markedly lower HCI values, indicating reduced ex-
pected lifetime productivity associated with gaps in education quality and health 
outcomes.
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These differences in human capital accumulation are closely aligned with 
OECD findings on intergenerational social mobility. According to OECD analy-
ses, countries with inclusive and high-performing education systems tend to ex-
hibit lower intergenerational persistence of disadvantage and higher probabilities 
of upward mobility, while societies characterized by uneven educational access 
and weaker learning outcomes display stronger transmission of socio-economic 
status across generations (OECD, 2018). In this perspective, the comparatively 
high HCI scores observed in Sweden and Germany correspond to education sys-
tems that mitigate inherited disadvantage and facilitate mobility, whereas Bul-
garia’s lower human capital levels are consistent with OECD evidence pointing 
to more limited upward mobility and stronger reproduction of inequality. All in 
all, these indicators suggest that sustained investment in education contributes 
not only to enhanced human capital formation, but also to greater social mobility 
through the weakening of structural barriers across generations. As a result, un-
derfunded or weakly coordinated systems tend to reproduce disadvantage rather 
than mitigate it. Against this background, education is acknowledged to operate 
as a key institutional channel through which differences in policy design and in-
vestment translate into broader social and economic outcomes. Importantly, the 
presented empirical patterns form the evidentiary basis for the subsequent policy 
analysis.

Policy-Relevant Analytical Findings

Building on the analytical insights presented above and applied to education 
policy, a relevant framework delineates how funding formulas, curricular stan-
dards, and evaluation mechanisms translate ethical commitments into concrete 
institutional outcomes. In terms of public education expenditure and funding de-
sign, the comparative findings indicate that higher and more stable public expen-
diture on education is associated with lower income inequality and stronger hu-
man capital outcomes. However, the results also demonstrate that the structure of 
funding allocation is at least as significant as aggregate expenditure levels. Uni-
form per-capita funding mechanisms, particularly in lower-spending contexts, 
coincide with higher early school leaving rates and weaker social mobility out-
comes. This pattern supports the insight advanced by John Roemer (1998, p. 5) 
who, using finance data, emphasized that equal per-capita education funding fails 
to equalize opportunity when students differ in socio-economic background. This 
result implies that policies based on formally equal treatment, such as uniform 
curricula, standardized assessment, or merit-based evaluation tend to reproduce 
disadvantage when students’ circumstances diverge systematically. In contrast, 
countries combining higher education expenditure with needs-sensitive alloca-
tion models, such as compensatory funding for disadvantaged regions or student 
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groups, might display lower inequality and more consistent education retention. 
From here, it follows that equal funding rules may perpetuate privilege reproduc-
tion unless educational policy explicitly compensates for unequal starting condi-
tions through early childhood intervention programs, targeting capability gaps 
before school entry, and differentiated support for underperforming populations. 
Overall, these findings suggest that education funding frameworks incorporating 
socio-economic adjustment mechanisms are more effective in mitigating inequal-
ity than formally equal funding rules. At the same time, such models require 
robust administrative capacity, transparent criteria, and effective enforcement to 
prevent inefficiencies or political capture.

Furthermore, empirical evidence reveal a strong association between early 
school leaving among young people. Countries maintaining persistently low 
dropout rates combine higher investment with preventive interventions, includ-
ing early childhood education and targeted support during compulsory schooling. 
By contrast, delayed or reactive policy responses are associated with persistently 
elevated early school leaving, especially in socio-economically disadvantaged 
contexts. These findings demonstrate that preventive policy instruments focusing 
on early stages of the education lifecycle are more closely aligned with improved 
access, retention, and completion outcomes than remedial measures implemented 
later. Nevertheless, such interventions involve long implementation horizons, un-
derscoring the importance of long-term policy commitment.

In particular, OECD and World Bank indicators demonstrate that education 
systems characterized by high completion rates and inclusive access pathways 
exhibit weaker intergenerational transmission of disadvantage and stronger hu-
man capital accumulation. Conversely, systems with high dropout rates and lim-
ited transition mechanisms show constrained social mobility. These results sug-
gest that education policy effectiveness depends not solely on enrolment, but on 
retention, progression, and structured transitions linking education to labour mar-
ket outcomes. Policies supporting vocational education, dual systems, and the 
recognition of qualifications are associated with higher employment integration. 
However, coordination failures between education institutions and labour market 
actors may limit the effectiveness of such instruments in fragmented governance 
settings which needs to be further taken into consideration.

For this reason, the analysis also highlighted the cross-country differences in 
policy implementation capacity, revealing that higher-performing systems tend to 
combine stable financing, coherent governance structures, and data-driven moni-
toring mechanisms. In contrast, lower-performing systems exhibit fragmented 
authority, inconsistent evaluation practices, and weak feedback mechanisms. 
Across cases, education policy instruments are deemed less effective when insti-
tutional capacity is weak, regardless of formal policy design. Strengthening ad-
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ministrative coordination, outcome monitoring, and accountability mechanisms 
therefore emerges as a necessary condition for sustained policy effectiveness.

Overall, the evidence-informed policy analysis indicates that education poli-
cies are most closely aligned with positive distributive and social outcomes when 
they exhibit the following characteristics: stable and sufficiently high public in-
vestment; needs-sensitive funding allocation mechanisms; early and preventive 
intervention strategies; strong retention and structured transition pathways; co-
ordinated education-labour market governance; adequate institutional capacity 
for implementation and monitoring. Among the administrative mechanisms is 
outlined the significance of dropout rates and progression indicators; legal man-
dates for transparent funding allocation criteria, as well as school leadership ac-
countability for inclusion outcomes and curriculum design, which are all ana-
lytically and empirically justified as efficiency-enhancing investments. From this 
standpoint, the analysis confirms that institutional coordination and rule enforce-
ment attain decisive importance because lack of governance transparency and 
fragmented authority, by contrast, would undermine both ethical and economic 
objectives. These assumptions provide an empirically grounded basis for under-
standing education as a key institutional mediator between economic rationality 
and inclusive universality.

Conclusion	

The purpose of this study was to reveal that the integration of ethical consid-
erations with economic rationality is deemed essential for achieving inclusive 
universality in the field of human rights and social justice that could discard the 
easy tolerance for inconsistency while convenient. Acknowledging that econom-
ic actors operate within intertwined material and symbolic frameworks, outlined 
the necessity of combining distributive justice with reciprocal recognition which 
would ensure that disadvantaged groups receive both the resources necessary for 
full participation and the affirmation of their equal moral worth. These insights 
support the claim that redistributive measures should also be accompanied by 
recognition-sensitive institutional designs if they are to achieve durable egalitar-
ian outcomes. Otherwise, material and symbolic exclusion would systematically 
produce misrecognition, undermining dignity and social cohesion. In this light, 
the role of education was analysed as multifaceted and transformative due to its 
potential to enhance capabilities and dismantle stereotypes which sustain divi-
sion lines and inequality. An emphasis was placed on curricula that incorporate 
diverse cultural narratives and underscore the importance of equal participation 
and critical thinking which further stimulate individuals to engage constructively 
across differences. Such educational environments are regarded a fertile ground 
for egalitarian interactions that prepare citizens to uphold universal rights within 
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pluralistic societies, as a result of the disruption of cycles of privilege reproduc-
tion and the fostering of mutual respect extending beyond immediate self-inter-
est. Therefore, pedagogical strategies that blend cognitive skills, emotional en-
gagement, and structural assistance are considered indispensable for the teaching 
of intercultural understanding. For genuine recognition to thrive, it was stressed 
that namely emotional dimensions such as empathy are integral to mobilizing 
support and sustaining reforms, putting forward narratives that reframe inclusion 
as mutual enrichment. In this manner, the overall discussion aimed at revealing 
that economic rationality, when narrowly defined as individual utility maximiza-
tion, fails to account for structural sources of inequality arising from informa-
tional asymmetries and institutional design. From the perspective of education 
policy it demonstrated that ethical objectives are compatible with economic rea-
soning when instruments are designed to compensate for structural disadvantage 
by aligning distributive fairness with functional efficiency resilient to economic 
and political fluctuations. The findings demonstrate that higher and more stable 
public investment in education tends to be associated with lower income inequal-
ity and reduced early school leaving in the long term. Given this view, it was out-
lined that reconciling profit motives with human dignity would demand synthesis 
across opposing traditions. Such a balancing act is arguably still pertinent due to 
contemporary global inequities. For this reason, it is noteworthy that extensive 
steps ought to be taken in the desired direction of improved empirically informed 
economic reasoning which can support inclusive human-rights-oriented policy 
frameworks consistent with the pursuit of the common good.
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