Theory of Justice

Lecturers: Janos Kis and Zoltan Miklosi

No. of credits: 4

Status: for first year Ph.D. students

Teaching format: 2-class hour lecture, 2-class hour seminar/week for one term
Assessment: seminar participation and final (take-home) essay

Academic year: 2008/2009

Term: Winter

Learning outcomes: deepening of the grasp of the problem of justice,
Fostering of the capacity of making arguments in moral and political
philosophy

According to a widely accepted moral principle, individual lives matter, and they matter
equally. In order to lead successful lives individuals need resources. Resources are
available in scarce supply, though, and so the claims individuals may make to them
conflict with each other. Hence the central question of (distributive) justice: what
distributions are made morally justifiable by the equal importance of each and every
individual?

That question leads to a number of further questions. Distributive justice makes
comparisons between the endowments available to different individuals, but what is the
proper scope of those comparisons? Is it a society? Is it the entire moral community of
humankind?

What resources are relevant for the aims of distributive justice? Only external resources
such as money, energy, and raw materials, or internal resources as well, such as personal
talents? Does the principle of equal importance imply a norm of equal distribution of
external resources only, or it is the total set of external and internal resources of that is to
be equalised across individuals?

When is it justified to say that two sets of resources (whether external or total) are equal?
No distribution can be equal in all possible respects. So the question is, Which is the
relevant respect? Equality of welfare? Equality of opportunity for welfare? Equality of
capabilities? Equality of resources? The answer seems to depend on the following
observation. The distribution of resources reflects partly personal choices and efforts, but
it also depends on luck. On a plausible interpretation of the principle of equal importance,
people are properly held responsible for their choices and efforts, but not for their
contingent circumstances. If so, insofar as an unequal distribution responds to differential
individual choices and efforts, it needs not to be changed. It needs to be corrected for,
however, insofar as it reflects differential luck. Is this a tenable position?

Some authors deny the legitimacy of all these questions. They hold that a distribution is
just if and only if it was produced in a process in which nobody’s negative rights have
been violated. The pursuit of distributive patters is based on a false ideal, and it leads to
systematic violations of (negative) rights. Does this objection hold?



The course will address these issues, and it will provide an introduction into the main
contemporary theories of justice.
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