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Social justice is a modero fonn of justice. One can 
claim things with reference to social justice if it is 
acknowledged that every member of a society can have 
sorne claims by virtue of being a member of this 
particular society, even if the nature of the claims 
remains obscure or controversial. This can be the case 
under four, inter-connected, conditions. First, the context 
of discussion must be 'society' (in the singular) and 
not 'societies' (in the plural); second, the 'singularity' 
of society must be due to the fact that the rule of the 
goveroment and the jurisdiction of the legal system 
does not undergo any change, it remains the same; third, 
the claims raised in this society must be different in kind, 
yet the difference cannot be fully covered by laws nor 
fully constituted by political institutions; four, the 
claimants must be able to stand for their own claims. Toe 
minimum preconditions of the contestation of social 
justice/injustice are the differentiation between state 
and society and the abolition of institutionalised 
unfreedom (like slavery and serfdom). Its maximum 
preconditions are stable liberal-democratic institutions 
and a citizenry that reconfirms them constantly and 
continuously. The road that has led from the minimum 
conditions towards the better ones and finally to the 
acceptance of an ideal of the maximum condition was 
long and steep. In the nineteenth century, there were 
serious doubts about the viability of this road. There were 
always setbacks, and even worse than setbacks. 

Though social justice is a relatively new kind of 
justice, it mainly raises claims to (more) just distribution. 
This is why we can discuss it within the (broader) 
framework of distributive justice. But the old kind of dis
tributive justice, as elaborated by Aristotle, embraced the 
distribution of all kinds of goods; property and wealth, 
but also positions and honours. Property and wealth 
were supposed to be 'due' to the same kind of people to 
whom honours and positions were due, albeit not by the 
same criteria. In Greece or Rome, starvation as a result 
of poverty was not seen as an anomaly, unless the 
victims carne from the stock of good old families, or the 
famine was caused by natural disaster and/or war. The 
thought that everyone needs to have at least the minimal 
conditions to survive was first voiced by the prophet 
Amos. Protecting people from famine or dire poverty 
became a moral matter, not because such protection 
was due to them - it was due to God, the Creator of us 
all. Up until the modero age, hunger, sickness, home
lessness was talcen care of, if at all, by charity. 

People frequently rejected the dominating rules and 
norms of distribution as unjust, mainly because they felt 
their freedom or their life chances curtailed in comparison 
to others. Under pressure, through the exercise of force 
and violence, many rules of the game had thus been 
overthrown. Generally, might was right, though com
promises could also be achieved. Modero social justice 
follows in the footsteps of such old contestations 
conceroing life chances, with one - major -difference. 
In all of the old cases, one single rule or norm was 
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contested (for example the rule of taxation), and once this 
rule had been changed and new rules established the con
testation ended for good. In the modero case, whenever 
something is achieved, a procedure is also established, 
and it is not only the result that stays but also the 
procedure. In this instance, we can assert the existence 
of social justice proper if the institutions of contestation 
of social justice are established, perfected and enriched, 
irrespective of the concrete aim they serve. Por example, 
the strike is a procedure to claim greater social justice 
in income distribution. Trade unions are those institu
ti.ons which decide whether or not distributive justice 
requires the mobilisation of this procedure at a particular 
moment 

There is a discrepancy between the basic structure of 
the modero social arrangement and the optimal form of 
its reproduction. By discrepancy I mean that the modem 
arrangement can be fully in place without assuring at the 
same time the optimal level of its reproduction. It is more 
unstable than the pre-modero, and many a contingent 
factor con tributes to its viability. It is a decision-sensitive 
arrangement. In addition, it is also attitude-sensitive. It 
shares the latter feature with the pre-modem arrangement, 
but if paired with decision-sensitivity, attitude-sensitivity 
can become an even more destabilising force. It is 
extremely important for the mere survival of moderoity 
to achieve a close to optimal form of reproduction and 
to keep it at that level. 

The new social arrangement is based on relations of 
symmetric reciprocity, whereas the old one was based 
on relations of asymmetric reciprocity. In the case of 
asymmetric reciprocity, meo and women are thrown 
by birth into a social class, rank, estate or caste. Here they 
find their destination ready. Hierarchy is established in 
the cradle, on the level of daily life. Men and women are 
going to perform their social functions according to the 
place they have been occupying since their birth. It is 
obvious why this arrangement is not decision-sensitive. 
No single decision (or even series of decisions) affects 
everyday life and the hierarchical structure of estates -
they are regarded as 'organic'. Yet it is equally obvious 
why the arrangement is· 'attitude-sensitive'. The whole 
is kept together by the acceptance of the altitudes of 
command and obedience. The moment questions are 
raised about the legitimacy not of one or another concrete 
relation of command and obedience, but of the action
independent relation of command and obedience in 
general, the doubt about the legitimacy of the social 
arrangement spreads, and the arrangement begins to 
crumble. This is why the sophists became so dangerous 
in the eyes of Plato, and why Nietzsche detected the main 
destabilising force in the hidden egalitarianism of Jewish
Christian ethics. The moment people started to believe 
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that ali men are boro free, the death knell of the ancien 
régime was sounded. The new arrangement, boro simul
taneously with the deconstruction of the old, is based on 
the self-evident assertion that ali men (and women) are 
bom free. In terms of social arrangement that means that 
people are no longer boro into social ranks and castes, 
but as bundles of open possibilities. It is only within the 
institutions that they are hierarchised or, as Rousseau 
remarked, put in chains. As a result, their position in the 
social hierarchy will depend on the function they perform 
in the division of labour. Actually, it depends on the insti
tutions to what extent people, boro free, will be put in 
chains and what kind of chains these will be. It is for this 
reason that modero societies are decision-sensitive. 
Human decisions, particularly political ones, can change 
and transform institutions far more easily than they can 
the whole world of daily life. For example, a totalitar
ian party, or a leader of this party, can in a few years, 
or even in a shorter time, abolish the independence of 
ali institutions existing prior to the single-party rule, and 
introduce the element of complete instability into the 
modero arrangement The external rigidity of such a 
re gime is the manifestation of its instability. 

Let me return to the question of attitude-sensibility. 
As I mentioned, both the pre-modero and the modero 
arrangement are attitude-sensitive. But an entirely 
different attitude is needed for their respective stabili
sation. The pre-modero arrangement is destabilised 
once the norms and rules are constantly questioned, 
whereas the same attitude is the main fodder for, and life
element of, moderoity. Moderoity must institutionalise 
dynamic justice in order to survive. It needs standing 
institutions as well as standing procedures for the con
testation of justice. And since 'everyone is bom free' and 
everyone is also stratified and hierarchised by institutions 
(normally by more than one), it needs free possibility for 
both personal and collective (group) contestation. The 
modero arrangement is self-correcting, but not on its 
own. It needs the attitude promoting self-correction by 
negation. There are two different attitudes of this kind. 
One is about the transcendence of individual (personal) 
limits or boundaries, such as ambition, competitiveness 
or perfectionism; the other is about the transcendence of 
collective limits or boundaries, such as solidarity. It 
took time to realise that both attitudes are simultaneously 
needed to establish the optimal conditions for the repro
duction of the modero social arrangement. If either of 
those two altitudes is absent the modem social arrange
ment begins to crumble. If both are absent, as was the 
case in the Soviet-type totalitarian regimes, chaos is 
bound to set in sooner or later, after having been held 
up for a long time by a perpetual use of force. 

In the first half of the nineteenth century, things 
looked rather gloomy. The modem social arrangement 
had already undermined the old one structurally, but not 
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culturally. And in the sphere of politics, the transfor
rnation has remained unfinished. Competitive behaviour, 
the 'spirit of capitalism' was the main motivational 
force of the breakthrough of moderoity. Social classes 
occupied the half-evacuated places of the old estates. 
They were only half-evacuated for socio-economic 
classes, as the scholars of the nineteenth century, Marx 
among them, correctly described these formations; and 
they carried sorne basic features of the old social arrange
ment in to the new age. Since within the modero 
arrangement, in the network of the relations of symmetric 
reciprocity, everyone is supposed to be boro free as a 
bundle of open and undetermined possibilities, the idea 
that fair and equal opportunity is due to ali belongs to 
the constitutive features of this arrangement. In the 
early period of moderoity this idea remained marginal. 
Where suffrage is still qualified by property ownership, 
the level of income, or even by literacy, the idea of fair 
and equal opportunity is absent And it is absent in a dual 
sense. First, because political �uality belongs to equal 
opportunity, and, second, because political equality is the 
first precondition for the unfairly treated to voice their 
claims for fair and equal opportunity in life chances. 
True, people endowed with political rights can speak for 
the Other, yet substitutionalism, in addition to being polit
ically pateroalistic and problematic, does not keep 
modernity going in the long ron. Only if people leam how 
to raise claims for political and social justice for 
themselves, will they develop the altitudes necessary for 
the self-reproduction of modero life. 

In the early period of moderoity political equality 
was absent There were very few channels of lawful 
social contestation of social justice and injustice. In the 
absence of even the idea of fair and equal opportunity, 
it was taken for granted that the poor, the downtrodden, 
the industrial and agricultura! workers would always 
remain chained to their badly paid or detested functions, 
and that their children and grandchildren would do 
exactly the same. The new socio-economic classes (the 
capitalist as well the working class) stratified their 
members as estates or castes had once done. They 
carried over the pre-modero scheme of asymmetric rec
iprocity into the modero, without also carrying over 
their own patteros of solidarity and charity. Culturally, 
this meant the conservation of estate-like behaviour in 
class relationships which was nowhere more explicit than 
in the land of classical capitalism, Great Britain. In 
North America, however where the modem arrangement 
did not carry the dead weight of the old, estate-like 
classes only marginally existed. Disraeli remarked that 
in Great Britain, there were two entirely separate nations 
in one - they could not even talk to one another. 

This new world understood itself as modem, but it still 
perceived its main conflicts in the light of the ancients. 
lt was obvious that manufacturing industry was 

something entirely novel, and that the development of 
production would sweep away ali traditional forms of 
living. But as far as conflict management and conflict 
solving was conceroed, nothing new had yet appeared. 
Faced with the increase of wealth on the one hand, of 
poverty and unemployment on the other, with the 
emergence of the 'dangerous classes', the increase of 
violence and much else, it seemed as if an all-round class 
war were coming close. Sorne were afraid of it and 
tried to fence it off by deploying more and more force 
against the lower classes, whereas others looked forward 
towards the great showdown with hope and tried to 
trigger more violence against the rich and mighty. 
Ancient Rome was and remained the political model for 
a long time. Capitalism had actually been developing in 
the tasi two centuries of republican Rome, and people 
leamed from history books about the political calamities 
that ensued. Class conflicts brought civil war, the rule 
of the mob and of the demagogues as well as Caesarism 
and the dictatorship of the oligarchy. Marx criticised the 
Jacobins because they paraded in Roman costumes 
instead of discovering their moderoity. But he, too, 
accepted the political programme and the slogan of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat, which was yet another old 
Roman costume mistakenly carried over into a new age 
and bringing much havoc in its later career. 

Was this a matter of 'false consciousness'? Perhaps 
it was, for the analogy was tak�n at its face-value; 
perhaps it was not. In retrospect, we cannot exclude 
the possibility of devastating class wars emerging in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, resulting in the sta
bilisation of a kind of imperial 'Caesarism'; after ali, we 
were not too far from such an outcome. The gist of the 
matter however, is, that if social conflicts are settled by 
class wars (by force and violence) or eliminated by 
(totalitarian) dictatorships, modemity cannot survive. 
Actually, the breakthrough of modernity had been 
thwarted in Rome too, and our culture might have 
become just the next failed attempt. 

But this time, modemity was not thwarted, and so far 
it has not failed. For moderoity began to find better and 
better avenues for its reproduction. We have seen that 
in a decision-sensitive arrangement almost everything 
depends on the stability of institutions. Modemity has 
slowly established its institutions in the framework in 
which conflicts can be carried out successfully; it also 
worked out the major modes of conflict-solving, 
including certain kinds of legitimate uses of force, where 
force aims at establishing the situation of symmetric rec
iprocity between the claimants and the claimees, without 
aiming at each other' s destruction. Where ali conditions 
of the modero arrangement are met, there can be no civil 
wars on social grounds. Slavery is, by definition, entirely 
adverse to the modero arrangement; the American Civil 
War was thus inevitable. 
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The fact that modemity could survive, despite ali the 
disasters that have befallen us during the last two 
centuries, owing to its ability to broaden the conditions 
for its reproduction from minimum conditions to the 
acceptance of ideas of the optimum condition, was due 
first and foremost to the emergence of democratic mass 
movements. By democratic mass movements I 
understand movements of the disadvantaged which 
aimed to get majority support for their claims. A 
movement of this kind can aim at the transformation of 
the institutions, at establishing new ones and abolishing 
sorne of the old ones. lt was not paternalistic well
wishers, but the efforts of the claimants themselves 
which broadene.d the room for manoeuvre for themselves 
and for other claimants. This is how the practice of 
contestation of social justice became a matter of course. 
What is contested here is the distribution of material 
resources, of the conditions of equal opportunity and life 
chances. J ustice as such is never achieved; if it were, no 
claims could be raised - this would also be the end of 
modemity. In addition, justice is never 'there', for the 
perception of what justice or injustice is is in flux. What 
is perceived as just by one is normally perceived as 
unjust by another, and thus many a contestation ends in 
compromise, only to start afresh at another time. 

On the European continent, the democratic mass 
movements that have broadened the space for the con
testation of social justice were almost exclusively social 
democratic or socialist In Hannah Arendt' s view this was 
a grave shortcoming in comparison to the American 
case, because those movements gave priority to the 
social question as against republicanism. But under the 
conditions of European class societies this could not have 
happened otherwise. Certainly, many socialist parties did 
not develop an adequate sensitivity for issues of repub
licanism; neither did they, I may add, understand fully 
the broadest implications of the liberal way of rights
thinking. That socialism could develop sympathies for 
dictatorial regimes because they allegedly cared more 
about 'social problems', even though they made com
promises in matters of freedom, was a weakness. It was 
also a grave misunderstanding, for in modemity, freedom 
is the absolute, even if not the sufficient, condition of 
wellbeing. Without democratic-liberal freedom, modem 
society cannot operate in a way suitable for securing the 
wellbeing of the populace. But if the analysis is restricted 
to social democratic and socialist movements of the 
kind which contributed to the widening of democracy 
by making a bid for universal suffrage and continued to 
operate within its framework, in other words, if we 
leave out of consideration communism and the 
communism-related movements altogether, then we 
could maintain that the obvious weaknesses of social 
democratic movements did not curtail their ability to 
con tribute to the development of the modem arrangement 
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and to do it well. All the more so, since the other (and 
equally necessary) constituents of modem society were 
carried by other - liberal, and later also conservative -
social forces, and the result - that is the reproduction of 
the equilibrium of modemity - was achieved by ali 
those forces, and none of them was disposable. When 
communists accused social democracy and socialism of 
improving, rather than undermining the existing order, 
they were right. 

2 

Two different altitudes keep modemity going: com
petitiveness, dissatisfaction, the drive for perfection, 
elitism, ambition, individualism on the one hand, and 
solidarity, the drive for equality, a 'majoritarian' and 
communitarian spirit on the other hand. There are quite 
different attitudes in both clusters, particularly from the 
ethical point of view. Socialism, just like democratic 
movements in America, has an affinity with the second 
cluster, liberalism and (sometimes) conservatism with 
the first The schema is certainly oversimplified; there 
are always cross-combinations; for example, there is a 
communitarian type of conservatism and an individu
alistic type of socialism. What is called 'liberalism' in 
the United States is a kind of social democracy combined 
with certain, but by no means ali, liberal traditions. 

Modem society carne into being with the liberation 
of market forces and with the accelerated development 
of manufacturing industry. Hence the emerging illusion 
that everything is determined in it by the 'economy' or 
'technology'. But, as Polányi pointed out half a century 
ago, the self-regulating market was a sheer utopía. 
Already the unfolding of a tendency towards such a 
self-regulation and towards an unrestrained capitalist 
accumulation threatened modemity with total collapse, 
with the self-destruction of all its material resources, its 
human resources first and foremost. The catastrophe 
was avoided by the intervention of socialist movements 
of ali sorts, trade union movements included. They first 
pushed not so much for a kind of social justice, but for 
the bare mínimum sufficient for the survival of the 
industrial working class. However, already this achieve-

," ment, together with the fear of revolutions, had the 
salutary effect of putting a kind of brake on the self
destructive acceleration of capitalist development 

Since then, one of the major issues of social justice 
remains related to views of the operations of the market 
At the one extreme, market forces are the sole distrib
utors of wealth and services. As I mentioned, this 
extreme can never be achieved without relapsing into 
civil war and chaos. At the other extreme, national 
wealth is fully redistributed in such a way that high 
preference is given to the welfare of the least successful. 
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If such a tendency goes too far, stagnation sets in and 
patemalistic altitudes are substituted fQr democratic
liberal ones. Put bluntly, neither 'too much capitalism' 
nor 'too much socialism' ensures the equilibrium of 
the modern social arrangement. Nor finally, can, an 
agency or institution compute or plan the proper 
proportion between capitalism and socialism, for there 
is simply no such fixed proper proportion. The optimal 
proportion depends on cultural, historical and psycho
logical conditions, and those conditions are embodied 
in the altitudes, actions and discourses of the population 
of a democratic state. H people sense that there is too 
much social insecurity and the public purposes are 
neglected, they will push towards more welfare and 
more egalitarian distribution. By contrast, if they sense 
that society is becoming too rigid, uniform and dull, and 
initiatives are slackening, they will push for more 
capitalism. Modern society gains and preserves its 
stability like a pendulum. The democratic (and liberal) 
state provides the best conditions for the free swing of 
that pendulum. If this free swing is obstructed, modem 
society cannot properly develop, or it will be unable to 
maintain itself on the same level. The idea that dicta
torships could open the way for modemity through the 
increase of per capita production proved a tremendous 
mistake for which whole countries have already paid 
dearly, and others still will. That European intellectuals 
with an inauthentic inferiority complex have fed such 
blatant lies to the so-called Third World for many years 
remains to the buming shame ofWestern cultures. The 
swing is free not because it is independent of the efforts 
of the actors, but for the opposite reason, because it is 
the outcome of the contestation of justice, of the force 
of the push that different parties (from different 
directions) exert on the pendulum. 

At least in Europe, it was mainly socialist movements 
that pushed the pendulum into a more egalitarian, more 
welfarist, more redistributive direction; without them, no 
equilibrium could have set in. It stands to reason that 
normally, a less forceful push needs to be exerted from 
the other direction; market forces seem to operate rather 
spontaneously. But under specific circumstances even 
this commonsensical truth can prove untrue. While 
deconstructing totalitarian society, Eastern and Central 
European parties and movements have to push very 
hard in order just to establish a minimum space where 
market forces can begin to operate. 

The metaphor of the pendulum movement can be 
stretched further. The main pendulum swings between 
an uncontrolled and a totally controlled market, between 
a minimal state and all-round state intervention, without 
reaching one of the two extremes, either distribution by 
a pure self-regulating market or total welfarist redistri
bution; for were they reached, the pendulum could not 
swing back anymore. And there are other pendular 

movements whose importance varies according to 
cultures and age, indicating other, sometimes not less 
important, swings in the popular mood, such as indi
vidualism versus communitarianism, cosmopolitism 
versus nationalism (or jingoism), anarchism versus 
authoritarianism. Liberal democracy allows the swing in 
both directions; but there are extremes that threaten its 
survival, and the modern world needs to find ways to 
cope with these threats to preserve its fragile equilibrium. 
The conflicts between communitarianism and individ
ualism coincide sometimes with the swing of the main 
pendulum of capitalism/socialism, yet sometimes with 
the swing of the fellow-pendulum, cosmopolitism (inter
nationalism)/nationalism or jingoism. For sorne time, 
these were momentous social issues which had nothing 
to do (or at least not directly) with seeing social justice 
as the just distribution of wealth and income. 

In the last few decades, several new issues became 
matters of social contestation which can hardly be 
contested by the standards of distributive justice. 
Socialism used to apply these standards as if they were 
socialist standards proper. It was a socialist creed that 
once universal suffrage is in place, justice will depend 
on equality, or at least on greater equality, and that the 
equality of life chances will be best guaranteed by the 
redistribution of material resources. Socialism scored 
great successes in secondary education and in general 
health insurance, to the extent that redistributive 
principies alone could warrant the result. The United 
States, which never has had a socialist party of any sig
nificance, has neither a proper health care system nor a 
proper system of general secondary education. B ut the 
socialist imagination scored poorl y in the traditional 
controversies of individualism-communitarianism and 
cosmopolitanism-nationalism, where non-socialist 
(democratic and anti-democratic) movements pushed the 
pendulums in two directions. Social democracy was 
never inspired by difference; it did not make a case for 
unique (or idiosyncratic) phenomena, for excellence. 
Perhaps this is why it has lost many leading intellectu
als to communism and fascism, to movements that have 
embraced distinction. 

Due both to their extraordinary success in matters of 
distributive justice and to their insensitivity to other 
social issues, socialist parties might lose ground in the 
future, unless they reinvigorate their social imagina
tion. As a result of the socialist success, welfare issues 
will now be taken up by other movements and parties 
as well. Por example, in certain countries Catholicism 
can become one of the major forces which pushes the 
pendulum towards the socialist direction. On the other 
hand, the sweeping changes that occurred after 1968 
brought a host of new agendas, including ecology and 
radical feminism. Radical feminism claims justice, but 
distributive justice plays a subordinated role in this 
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claim. At least in a direct sense, ecology has nothing to 
do with distribution, but rather with production and 
consumption. These issues are complex and raise a 
great diversity of questions the answers to which cannot 
be quantified. For example, in the ecological imagina
tion, freedom does not appear anymore as the perfect 
condition for social contestation through which greater 
equality (in goods and services) can be sustained. 
Conflicts between freedom and life, individual dignity 
and the survival of the race may have to be faced. The 
old instinct of socialism, one which has served the 
movement well for two centuries, of establishing a new 
institution in order to regulate the issue, will in a1l prob
ability not work here. Without the reappearance of the 
republican spirit, such institutions can be detrirnental to 
those freedorns without which modemity is dead. 

It seems as if socialism had developed sorne sensitivity 
for the new issues. The socialist parties of Spain, France, 
Portugal and Italy are under the spell of the great changes 
Europe has undergone since 1968. These are great 
changes indeed, although it is difficult to grasp what 
exactly they consist of. I think that the most important 
aspect of those changes is precisely that they cannot be 
grasped by a sweepingly generalising sociological theory. 
I would discuss these changes in terms of the self-con
sciousness of modemity. Modems once believed that 
their world can be fully understood by the help of sci
entifically established universal laws. They also believed 
that modemity is sorne kind of a transit railway station, 
frorn which trains are going to run to somewhere else, 
for example, towards a final destination termed socialism. 

Those creeds have melted in the air. The conternpo
rary self-consciousness of rnodernity one can term 
postmodem with a grain of Hegelianisrn: we are not after 
modemity, but after the emergence of modemity. The 
socio-economic classes, these remnants of the old estates, 
are finally gone in Europe and perhaps also in Great 
Britain. Liberal democracy, the optimal condition for 
pendular rnovements, has finally been established in 
Europe, perhaps also East of the Elbe. We do not think, 
however, that the 'laws' of this world can be detected, 
for we think about the modem world rather as a 
framework that our generation and the next one rnay fill 
with one content or another, but which it may also 
destroy. Since the rnarket remains the fundamental 
mechanism of distribution as long as the pendulum is still 
in place, social justice as (re)distributive justice retains 
its irnportance. But perhaps under postmodem circurn
stances the old social dernocratic habits can also accom
modate to certain new and pressing requirements. 

3 

Let me return for a moment to the pre-modern 
concepts of distributive justice. In the ancient conception, 
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one distributes ali kinds of goods. W ealth (property) is 
only one of those kinds, there are also others, such as 
honours and positions. To give others the goods which 
are due to them is an ethical rnatter. In Aristotle, the most 
modem of the old thinkers, different political societies 
(poleis) have their own, inherent pattems of just distri
bution. These pattems are kept alive by the just acts of 
the citizens. In the Christian universe, charity is one of 
the main virtues; Pascal places charity even higher than 
faith and hope. 

In the modem world, distribution is to be based on the 
principie: to each according to bis excellence. Socialism 
juxtaposed another principie: to each according to his 
needs. In theory, both principies are suited for regulating 
distribution under the conditions of symmetric reci
procity, whereas the guiding principie of the arrangement 
of asymrnetric reciprocity, to each according to his rank, 
was eliminated and lost its legitimacy. The two principies 
of modem distribution stand for the two extreme points 
of the pendular swing. Neither of them can be the 
exclusive principie. 

There is a difference between the two principies as 
well as a striking similarity. The diff erence can be 
described as follows. The first principie can be corrected 
by the second, but the second cannot be corrected by the 
first If the principie 'to each according to excellence' 
is accepted, the principie that considers needs, as a 
secondary one, can also be accepted. One can enjoin that 
the needs of those who are unable to excel should be 
talcen care of, and that everyone has to have at least that 
amount of goods which would put her under the 
conditions to ensure the exercise of her excellence. 
What 'excellence' is ali about, need not be determined, 
nor how and in what respects persons might excel. If. 
however, the principie of 'to each according to his 
needs' is accepted, one subscribes to a world which 
knows no competition and no excellence. For if it did, 
there would be a relative scarcity at least in something. 
This is true about all possible interpretations of the 
slogan which can range from a kind of dictatorial egal
itarianism to the fantastic utopía of absolute abundance. 
Social democracy was certainly never egalitarian in the 
above extreme sense. It recommended the 'need 
principie' as the main corrective principie; and as such, 
it has to stay. 

The striking similarity between the two conceptions 
of justice consists in the total absence of an ethical
moral element. If you have to give (the other) the good 
that is due to him, your act requires an ethical-moral 
attitude. Charity is obviously a moral issue; one acts 
charitably whenever one (as a person) satisfies a need 
of another, just for the other' s sake. If things are due to 
men and women according to their excellence, then I 
simply excel (or not) and you excel (or not), and we both 
receive our due according to our excellence. Moreover, 
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when something is due to you according to your 
excellence, this is not a moral affair at all .. 'Society' takes 
care of the distribution, not an individual person. If I do 
not pay what is due for your service, I am punishable by 
law. And if I do pay correctly and on time for the 
services of a house painter, this is not because I excel in 
the virtue of (distributive) justice. This means that 
without legal sanctions perhaps no one would pay for 
services rendered, just as one does not care if one gets 
a job in the place of a far more deserving person, not even 
if one is aware of the other' s superiority. The first 
modern principie of distributive justice operates via a 
mechanism which is morally too weak. 

Many socialists believe that their (corrective) principie 
is morally strong, in so far as the commitment to this 
principie is in itself the morally right thing. But they are 
mistaken, and there is a good reason for making this 
mistake. Claimants for more social justice have 
frequently manifested moral strength and fortitude (for 
example in a prolonged strik.e action); yet after the rules 
of the game, by pushing the metaphoric pendulum, have 
been firmly set, the moral aspect of this kind of con
testation of social justice also evaporates. People sitting 
in a conference room and making a plea for the improve
ment of free he.alth services do not display better personal 
morals, only views different from those of sitting in 
the same conference room and having different opinions 
on the alternative allocation of resources. Without doubt, 
one can make a display of one' s good moral character 
also in such a conference setting, yet not simply by 
arguing for a more welfarist policy. A person who gives 
voice to her disagreement with majority opinions with
standing strong public pressure, displays a good amount 
of civic courage. This is an act of moral value, but its 
ethical impact does not ensue from the concrete content 
of the discussion, but from the dignity of free speech 
upheld against the oppressive attitude of the majority. 
Since not the distribution of wealth but free speech is at 
stake, the action is republican and as such unrelated to 
the issue of distributive justice. 

Institutions which redistribute we.alth and other goods 
in welfare states are huge organisations like all other 
modern organisations. They are supposed to be 'ratio
nalised', and e ven if they are not, they behave as if they 
were. Briefly, no display of personal ethics is needed for 
keeping such organisations in a well-functioning order. 

Moreover, institutions of this kind normally replace 
charity where it still exists; they make charity redundant 
E ven simple acts of love are no longer required. If your 
old parents are well kept by the state, there is no reason 
to care for them. But imagine that one day, for one 
reason or another, these organisations suddenly disap
peared, yet the moral readiness to act justly whenever 
it is needed is already gone. Will people not let others 
starve before their eyes without so much as raising their 
eyebrows? 

Wherever one looks, persons as persons need not be 
just in distribution anymore. Distributive justice results 
from the well-ordered state and society. One could ask 
the question of whether this way of administering dis
tributive justice is better or worse than the pre-modern 
ways were? I think neither better nor worse; it is simply 
a different kind of distribution. The personified virtue 
of distributive justice (charity included) resulted from and 
was connected with, personal dependency. One kissed 
the hands of those who rescued one and one's family 
from famine or from the state of deprivation. The modem 
world eliminates personal dependency. One does not 
supplicate here anymore, one claims one's rights. This 
suits our freedom and dignity. 

If ali goes well and modernity survives, the display 
of personal virtues in matters of distribution will soon 
become an anomaly, a sure sigo of the breakdown of the 
institutions of administration and contestation of social 
justice in matters of distribution. Socialist parties and 
movements need to do something with this eventuality. 
The revitalisation of old personal virtues of justice does 
not belong under their authority. If just-unjust distrib
ution does not depend on personal ethics, then the old 
personal virtues of justice can still flourish beyond the 
scope of justice, as ethical beauties or religious luxuries. 
Socialist movements may rather enter into a lasting 
alliance with republicanism. Ethnic, race, and religious 
struggles, conflicts between ways of life that consider 
their differences irreconcilable, may soon occupy the 
recently vacated place of class struggle. Distributive 
justice alone cannot cope with this new schism. New, 
imaginative institutions are needed, a broader framework 
for the contestation of justice where mass participation 
combined with the display of republican virtues will 
again be possible. 

188 VOL 1 N
º 

2, 1993 SOCIALISM OF THE FUTURE 


	págs 183 y 185_ Vol 1 no 2_Socialism of the Future
	9_SEMIEDITADO_p 185 y 183 mal_Agnes Heller_Socialit movements and social justice_vol 1 no 2



