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Justice What S The Right Thing To Do

Justice: What’s the Right Thing to Do? A Timeless Question for Modern
Times

The question "Justice: What's the right thing to do?" is not just an abstract philosophical puzzle reserved
for university lecture halls. It is a deeply practical and personal inquiry that touches every aspect of our
lives. From the policies of our governments to the decisions we make in our own homes, the concept of
justice serves as the invisible framework upon which we build our societies and our personal moral
codes. It  affects how we distribute resources, how we punish wrongdoing, how we respect rights, and
how we treat one another in our daily interactions. In a world brimming with competing interests,
diverse cultural backgrounds, and complex ethical dilemmas, understanding what constitutes the "right
thing to do" has never been more urgent. This article explores the major philosophical foundations of
justice,  applies  them  to  contemporary  challenges,  and  offers  a  framework  for  navigating  the  often-
murky  waters  of  moral  decision-making  in  the  21st  century.

The Philosophical Roots of Justice

For centuries, thinkers have grappled with the nature of justice. Their insights provide the bedrock for
our modern legal systems, political institutions, and personal ethical reasoning. To begin answering
"Justice What S The Right Thing To Do," we must first understand the three most influential schools of
thought.

Utilitarianism: The Greatest Good for the Greatest Number

Championed by philosophers like Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, utilitarianism evaluates the
morality of an action based on its consequences. The fundamental principle is simple: the right thing to
do is whatever produces the greatest overall happiness or well-being for the largest number of people.
This  approach  is  inherently  pragmatic  and  focuses  on  outcomes.  It  is  the  logic  behind  cost-benefit
analysis in public policy, the decision to build a highway that displaces a few homes for the benefit of
millions  of  commuters,  or  a  difficult  medical  triage  decision  in  an  emergency  room.  Utilitarianism,
however,  faces  significant  criticisms.  By  focusing  on  the  collective  good,  it  can  justify  horrific  acts
against a minority if the majority benefits. It can also struggle to account for individual rights and the
intrinsic value of fairness, potentially treating people as mere means to an end.

Libertarianism: The Primacy of Individual Freedom

At the opposite end of the spectrum lies libertarianism, a philosophy that places individual liberty as the
supreme  political  value.  Thinkers  like  Robert  Nozick  argue  that  justice  is  fundamentally  about
respecting people's rights to their own lives, liberty, and property. The "right thing to do," in this view, is
to refrain from coercing others. This system heavily emphasizes consent, voluntary exchange, and
personal responsibility. It strongly opposes redistributive taxation, arguing that forcibly taking from one
person to give to another is a form of theft, regardless of the good intentions. Libertarianism provides a

powerful defense of personal autonomy and economic freedom. Its major challenge is that it can lead to
vast  inequalities  and  a  lack  of  social  safety  nets.  It  can  be  seen  as  ignoring  the  role  of  luck,
circumstance,  and  systemic  disadvantage  in  a  person's  ability  to  thrive,  potentially  leaving  the
vulnerable without support.

Egalitarianism and the Social Contract: Fairness as Justice

This tradition, most famously articulated by the philosopher John Rawls in his seminal work "A Theory of
Justice," seeks a middle path. Rawls argues that justice is fairness. To determine what is truly just, we
must  perform a thought  experiment:  imagine we are  designing a  society  from behind a  "veil  of
ignorance." In this original position, we do not know our own gender, race, social class, talents, or
beliefs. From this impartial perspective, Rawls argues we would all agree on two fundamental principles
of justice.

The Liberty Principle: Each person has an equal right to the most extensive basic liberties
compatible with similar liberties for others (freedom of speech, assembly, etc.).
The Difference Principle: Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are
both (a) attached to positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity, and (b)
to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of society.

This approach powerfully combines a commitment to individual rights with a concern for the most
vulnerable. It suggests that the right thing to do is to build a system that is fair from the ground up,
acknowledging that while some inequality may be necessary for incentives, it must work to everyone's
advantage. The main critique of Rawls' theory is its reliance on hypothetical consent and the difficulty of
applying its abstract principles to real-world political battles.

Justice in Practice: Applying the Theories to Modern Dilemmas

These abstract philosophies clash and converge in our daily lives. Let's explore how the question
"Justice What S The Right Thing To Do" manifests in three critical areas.

Economic Justice and the Ethics of Redistribution

Few issues are as divisive as economic inequality. Is it just for a CEO to earn thousands of times more
than their  average worker? Should the wealthy be taxed at a higher rate to fund public schools,
healthcare,  and  infrastructure  that  benefit  everyone?  A  libertarian  would  argue  that  the  CEO  earned
their wealth through voluntary transactions, and any redistribution is unjust coercion. A utilitarian might
support a progressive tax system if the overall happiness generated by social programs outweighs the
loss of happiness from taxing the wealthy. An egalitarian, following Rawls, would argue that while
inequality is not inherently unjust, it is only permissible if it makes the poorest in society better off than
they would be under any other system. The answer to the question, then, depends entirely on which
philosophical lens you choose to wear.



Restorative Justice vs. Retributive Justice

Our criminal justice system constantly wrestles with this question. What is the right thing to do when
someone commits a crime? The traditional model is retributive justice, which focuses on punishment.
The  idea  is  that  a  criminal  deserves  to  suffer  for  their  wrongdoing,  and  the  punishment  should  be
proportionate  to  the  crime.  This  satisfies  a  deep  human  desire  for  revenge  and  upholds  the  law.

In contrast, restorative justice focuses on repairing the harm caused by the crime. It brings together the
victim, the offender, and the community to dialogue. The goal is for the offender to take responsibility,
understand the impact of their actions, and make amends. This might involve community service, direct
restitution to the victim, or a formal apology. A utilitarian might favor restorative justice if it lowers
recidivism rates and produces more overall happiness. For an egalitarian, it offers a more humane and
fair process that treats all involved as individuals rather than abstract cases. The "right thing" here
depends on whether you prioritize punishment, rehabilitation, or community healing.

Global Justice and Our Responsibilities to Others

In an interconnected world, the question of justice extends beyond national borders. Do wealthy nations
have a moral obligation to aid those in extreme poverty? The current reality is that millions lack access
to clean water, food, and basic healthcare. A strict libertarian might argue that while charity is a virtue,
there is no enforceable duty to help someone across the world. A utilitarian would have a very different
view, especially in the face of effective altruism. If a small donation can save a life, it seems clear that
the greatest good is achieved by helping the most people, regardless of where they live. Philosophers
like Peter Singer have pushed this logic to its extreme, arguing that if we have the power to prevent
something  bad  from happening  without  sacrificing  anything  of  comparable  moral  importance,  we  are
morally obligated to do so.  An egalitarian might argue for a global  version of  the difference principle,
where  the  rules  of  international  trade,  finance,  and  law  should  be  designed  to  benefit  the  least
advantaged  people  on  the  planet.

Navigating Justice in Your Own Life

While large-scale political philosophy is important, justice is also a daily personal practice. How do we
answer "Justice What S The Right Thing To Do" in our own small world? Here are some practical steps.

Cultivate Empathy: The first step is to step outside of your own perspective. Try to understand1.
the situation from another person's point of view. What are their needs, their fears, their
motivations? Empathy is the bedrock of fairness.
Demand Transparency: Injustice often thrives in secrecy, whether in business dealings,2.
government policy, or personal relationships. The right thing to do is usually the thing you can
defend in the open. Ask for clear rules, clear reasoning, and open processes.
Seek Diverse Perspectives: We all have blind spots. Actively seek out the views of people who3.
are different from you, especially those who might be disadvantaged or marginalized by the
current system. Their lived experience is an invaluable source of wisdom.
Distinguish Between Equality and Equity: Treating everyone the same (equality) is not4.
always just when people start from different places. Sometimes, justice demands giving more
support to those who have less (equity) to ensure a truly fair outcome.
Take Responsibility: Justice is not just a spectator sport. When you see an unfairness, you have5.
a choice. Sometimes the right thing to do is to speak up, even when it is uncomfortable. Small
acts of courage can ripple outward and shape a more just community.

Conclusion

The question "Justice: What's the right thing to do?" has no single, simple answer. It is a journey, not a
destination. The great philosophical traditions of utilitarianism, libertarianism, and egalitarianism each
offer a compelling but incomplete picture. A just society is not one that perfectly embodies any single
dogma, but one that engages in a continuous and honest dialogue between these competing values. It
is a place where individual freedom is protected, the common good is pursued, and the most vulnerable
are cared for. For each of us, the challenge of justice is to move beyond simple rules and slogans. It is
to develop the wisdom to see the ethical dimensions of everyday choices, the courage to stand up for
what is fair, and the humility to recognize that our own understanding of the "right thing" is always
incomplete. The pursuit of justice is not about finding a final, perfect answer, but about committing to
the unending, difficult, and deeply human work of asking the question itself.


