
INTRODUCTION

The term justice implies the quality of being just right or reasonable. It is opposed to
unjust wrong or unreasonable things. It embodies and ideal, which is akin to the absolute
truth. Political thinkers since earliest times have been trying to formulate the concept of
justice. However, with the down of modem consciousness, especially under the influence of
the principle and democracy and socialism, this concept has been thoroughly transformed.
As a result the traditional view of justice has given way to social justice. Justice is a concept,
we believe, we understand, even if,  we have difficulty putting the concept into words.

It is defined by the relationship that exists between the individual and the state, and
justice means that the state treats every person equally and seeks to resolve disputes on the
basis of the facts and compared to objective criteria rather than a subjective determination.
In the broadest sense justice is fairness. Justice cannot assure that every dispute comes out
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ABSTRACT
The present study is an attempt to analyze the theory of justice from Plato to Rawls. The term
justice implies the quality of being just right or reasonable. Political thinkers from Plato to Rawls
trying to shape the concept of Justice. In the course of time, under the influence of modern
principles democracy and socialism, this concept has been thoroughly transformed. For instance,
social justice has became one of the prime component of Justice. The concept of Justice has
been examined and defined by the different political and philosophical thinkers throughout
history, and many have tried to develop a concept of an ideal state, that would be based on
justice. Aristotle sought Justice and defined it as the most important element of the state. Thus,
Plato’s conception of justice was distributive; giving the individuals, namely good training and
skills, in return for proper discharge of one’s responsibilities.On the other hand, according to
Utilitarianism, Justice as Greatest Happiness of Greatest Number. Further Rawlsian conception
of justice pave the way for social justice,  which is the central them of any welfare programmes
throughout the modern time.
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“correctly” or that no mistakes are made, but it should be such as to assure that the process
by which decisions are made and goods allocated is fair and produces an acceptable result in
the aggregate. Justice occurs when the distribution of political power and economic opportunity
is as uniform as possible, or when the social and political system is such that they tend
toward a just distribution. Justice is clearly an ideal, and ideals are to be sought but may not
be achievable.

The concept of Justice has been examined and defined by the different political and
philosophical thinkers throughout history, and many have tried to develop a concept of an
ideal state that would be based on justice. Aristotle sought justice and defined it as the most
important chief basis of the state. Justice in this sense governs our dealings with other
people.

Plato’s Theory of justice:
Plato in his philosophy gives very important place to the idea of justice. He used the

Greek word “Dikaisyne” for justice which comes very near to the word ‘morality’ or
‘righteousness’. The Republic starts with the fundamental question what is justice? It was
Plato’s aim to construct a moral order for the realization of the virtue of justice. The primary
issue of republic is the discovery of nature and habitation of Justice. The Republic therefore
is called “Treaties on Justice”. The Republic is thus the Treaties on human nature and human
soul and deals with the important question of law to live best (Jayplan, 2002). It properly
includes within it the whole duty of man. It also covers the whole field of the individual’s
conduct in so far as it affects others. Plato contended that justice is the quality of soul.

Further, the theory of state in the Republic culminates in the conception of justice.
Justice is the bond which holds a society together, a harmonious union of individuals each of
whom has found his life -work in accordance with his natural fitness and his training. It is
both the public and the private virtue because the highest good both of the state and of its
members is thereby conserved. There is nothing better for a man than to have his work and
to be fitted to do it (Sabine, 2009).

Plato was highly dissatisfied with the prevailing degenerating conditions in Athens. The
Athenian democracy was on the verge of ruin and was ultimately responsible for Socrates’s
death. Plato saw in justice the only remedy of saving Athens from decay and rum. For
nothing agitated him in contemporary affairs more than amateurishness, meddlesomeness
and political selfishness, which was rampant in Athens of his day in particular and in the
entire Greek world in general (Mc Cllelland, 1996).

Thus, Plato’s conception of justice was distributive; giving the individuals, namely good
training and skills., in return for proper discharge of one’s responsibilities.

Aristotle’s Theory of Justice:
Justice for Aristotle was complete virtue, though not absolute. It was in relation to one’s

neighbor. The social character of virtue was “Universal” justice or lawfulness. Aristotle had
proposed two concepts of justice. One concept understands Justice generally as a  primary
virtue comprising all others. The second concept views Justice particularly as a  specific
kind of virtue amongst other virtue. This second type of virtue may be labeled as  Particular
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Justice. First type of justice can be divided in to two: Distributive Justice and commutative
Justice (Stumph, 2006).

Aristotle distinguished between distributive, and commutative (or corrective or
rectificatory or remedial) Justice. Distributive justice meant that authority and wealth, rewards
and dues were distributed among different social classes according to their contributions,
would be based on merit. In an ideal state, merit meant virtue. Distributive justice in the
politics clearly recognized the contribution of each major unit to the society and its unique
claim to political participation. So distributive justice meant balanced equality, and was linked
to a theory of just rewards or equal shares, according to the merit of its recipient. Each
person would be rewarded responsibilities as well as financial benefits in proportion to one’s
just deserts.

The advantage of Aristotle doctrine is that it satisfied the demands of social justice in
both aspects: the point of proportionate equality is more equitable than the democrats’
conception of mere numerical equality. Similarly the idea of special privilege which his doctrine
introduce is more justifiable than the oligarch’s claim that either wealth or noble birth by itself
deserves the highest rewards ... Proportionate equality is grounded in the principle of fair
and reasonable inequality of treatment (Leyden, 1985).

Aristotle also explains that a fair distribution of common goods can provide justice in the
society and at that point the laws can not always help in providing Justice while distributing
them. Distributive Justice concerned with the distribution of a common asset, such as honour
or property among those, who have a Constitution in common. Aristotle also speaks of a
second form commutative justice, which is found in communities exchange (Miller, 1995).

Commutative or Remedial justice was meted out by a judge in matters like contracts or
criminal law, where the merit of the person was not the consideration. The important fact
was that all persons would be treated in the manner of equal merit. Aristotle regards equality
as crucial to social justice, and justice as central to equality. Aristotle’s corrective justice,
which had came to be known as commutative, deals with the rectifying of all wrongs including
transactions of exchange (Raphael, 2003). Aristotle account of corrective justice can be
viewed as an early explanation of law of the torts. This account probably links the plaintiff’s
rights to compensation to the defendant’s duty to compensate (Labban, 2005).

Therefore, Aristotle is right in saying that justice can not only be found in the laws
established by the state, but it can also be found by providing fair and equal conditions to
people and he would be right to say this, while explaining how the laws sometimes exploit
people. Firstly, Aristotle defines justice as two meanings: one is that general justice is lawful
act for providing justice. People should be virtuous by obeying the laws. However, these
laws should be benefit of all. The other is particular justice, which refers to what is fair and
equal and interested in anything that divides individuals of a community.

The conception of justice for Aristotle makes moral virtue, along with freedom and
adequate property the criterion of merit. But the legislator must be cognizant of the deviant
conception of justice, in framing the Constitution and laws of a city-state (Labban, 2005).

Utilitarianism: Justice as Greatest Happiness of Greatest Number:
The theory of Utilitarianism was outline by the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham
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(1748-1832). Bentham was discontent with the aimless and unscientific character of the
legislation of his days and critical of the idea that significant and genuinely reforming legislation
could be based on the traditional ideas of rights. He once remarked that natural rights are
simple nonsense and imprescriptible rights (Rosen et al., 1983). Bentham argued that
lawmakers should use what he called the “principle of utility to construct morally sound
legislation. By utility he means- “property in any object, where by it tends to produce benefits,
advantage, good or happiness or to prevent the happiness of mischief, pain, evil, error and
unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered (Bums and Hearts, 1977).

Bentham’s principle of utility has been persistently alluring to generation of politician’s
policy makers and theorists. Ever since he promulgated it, it is not only simple and smilingly
scientific; it can be given mathematical formulation, but also is centrally concerned with
what key may take to be the core of morality ... human welfare (Hampton, 1993). It has
been very attractive to proponents of the idea of a government, which have active in
engineering societal institutions using rigorous principle of reasoning that concerns itself with
what matters most of questions of justice, namely human welfare (Hampton, 1993).

Next considers Bentham’s first assumption that each of us can evaluate how happy she
is using a number that represents the total happiness each of us experiences after the
implementation of some policy. Yet critics have puzzled over whatever such an evaluation is
possible could any one of us say right now how happy we are? Are our experiences so
transparent to allow us to measure our pleasure accurately? Indeed, if our pleasure comes in
different types than such measurement is even more difficult, because each type would
have to be identified and separately measured. Moreover, if none of us can come up with a
Bentham’s second assumption is in trouble because, if we can not know how happy any of
us is, how can political and policy makers know how happy we are (Hampton, 1993).

Bentham’s assumption is arguably the most troublesome, because even assuming that
any of us know how happy we are, how can it be possible for us to quantitatively compare
our happiness with the happiness of others? While we make ordinal comparisons of happiness
all the time, we do not have access to others peoples experiential states that allows us to
know exactly how much happier we are than other people. Many people, who are attracted
to the principle of utility, have argued that we should not abandon the Bentham’s idea but
only redesign it.

Rawlsian conception of justice:
John Rawls a contemporary American philosopher, in his celebrated work “A Theory

of Justice” (1971) has pointed out that a good society is characterized by a number of
virtues. Justice is the first virtue of the good society. According to Rawls, a problem of
justice consist in ensuring a just distribution of primary goods, which include rights and liberties,
powers and opportunities, income and wealth, and the means of self respect. Rawls has
described his theory as the theory of pure procedural justice. It means that one certain
principle of justice are unanimously accepted, the distribution resulting from their application.

John Rawls’s “A Theory of Justice” is most influential contemporary work on justice.
For Rawls, social ethics and justice is the individual’s means to purpose their own ends to
and to live good life. They choose for themselves Rawls’s vision of the just state is deeply
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egalitarian in sprit. His argument makes use of the idea of a hypothetical social contract,
applied to the nature of justice (Rawls, 1971).

He argues that any principle of justice that results from this hypothetical agreement
process should be understood to be the best defensible conception of justice available to us
(Hampton, 1993).

Rawls also believes that the contract takes the individual seriously. He was greatly
influenced by Kant, who seems to think that the idea of contract acknowledges is the way in
which people should be treated as “ends” in themselves and not solely as means (Paton,
1964). A social contract in Kants view is a way to secure that acknowledgement by
hypothetically involving each member of the society in the assessment of those policies and
a way that respects her interests and perspectives as an individual (Hampton, 1993).

Rawls has evolved a unique methodology for arriving at a unanimous procedure of
justice. Following the tradition of a social contract, Rawls has envisaged an original position
by abstracting the individual from their particular social and economic circumstances. These
individuals are symbolically placed behind a veil of ignorance.

Libertarian Concept of Justice:
In contrast to the Rawl’s theory of justice, Robert Nozick published “Anarchy State

and Utopia” which in some respect a libertarian reply to ‘a theory of justice’. Nozick here
argues against, what he calls ‘patterned and end-state conceptions of justice (Nozick, 1974).
The former are conception of justice that seek to implement a distributive scheme according
to some paternity principle. The latter are conception that seek to attain certain kind of tells
or goal via a certain distribution of resources. Nozick claims that Rawls’s conception of
justice is an end state conception, requiring that the state arrange society so as to produce a
certain result. Nozick argues bound to be unfair to some people.

He asks his readers to choose their favourite patterned or end state conception of
Justice and imagine that the states’ implementing that conception. Now there will be people,
who wish to better their situation and they start to engage in various trades, contracts and so
on, in a very short time that pattern will be disrupted. So far a society to remain committed to
its patterned conception of justice; it would have to forbid such transfers, which would result
in great injustice.

Nozick’s ultimate concern is with the way end-state and patterned conception of justice
interfering with liberty. He argues for a historical conception of justice. Nozick’s particular
version of historical principle is, what he calls the entitlement theory of justice, consists three
major principles.

1) A person who acquires a holding in accordance with the principle of justice is
acquisition entitled to that holding.

2) A person who acquires a holding in accordance with the principle of justice in transfer
from someone entitled to the holding is entitled to the holding.

3) No one is entitled to the holding except by repeated applications of(1) and 2). In
addition to these principles, Nozick also endorses a principle of rectification, which would
provide for the readers of past injustices. But this conception of justice essentially entails the
defense of the free market in so far as it realizes justice by responding liberty of individual,
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regardless of its effects on aggregate welfare and regardless of its economic implication
(Hampton, 1993).

There have been many criticism of libertarian view in general and Nozick’s version of
libertarian view in particular, some of them are passionate. The most obvious and popular
criticism has been of the libertarian notion of rights: for why should be think that morality
demands that we accord people such absolute rights?

Nozick in his view, he accepts “Lockean provision” on property acquisition and transfer.
Lock says those individuals, who obtain a property rights over unowned objects, in which
they mize their labour do so only so long as there is enough and as good left in common for
others. Locks general idea is clear. He wants to disallow some acquisition whenever they
severally prejudice the interests or wellbeing of others (Hampton, 1993). The Lockean provision
is Nozick himself gives the attempted acquisition of one person of the only water hole in a
large desert; were only having a right to it, this could adversely affect the interests and
welfare of others in the desert, and thus violated the Lockean provision.
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