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The Evolution of the Concept of Justice in Pre-Classical
Economics: From Property Justice to Tax Justice

Zhang Q1

Abstract: The issue of fairness has always been neglected in mainstream economics. This
article believes that one of the reasons for this situation is the one-sided interpretation of
Adam Smith by the economics community as a whole, that is, Smith’s economic thought
is simplified to “homo economicus + laissezfaire.” An important enlightenment brought
by the new wave of Smith research since the 1980s is that the issue of fairness and jus-
tice occupies a crucial position in Smith’s theoretical system. The modern concept of
“distributive justice” or reducing inequality and narrowing the gap between rich and
poor did not exist before the birth of classical economics. The concept of Justice of scho-
lastic philosophy in the late Middle Ages was mainly embodied in the just price
doctrine, and the theory of property justice began to sprout. From Aquinas to natural
jurists Grotius and Pufendorf, they all argued that private property rights were in line
with justice, and at the same time used “the right of necessities” as a remedial mechanism to
make private property rights compatible with the right to human existence. Locke advo-
cates labor-based property rights, and its purpose was to prevent the government from
arbitrarily infringing on private property. Hume regarded justice and property rights as
completely equivalent concepts, and used empirical methods to demonstrate private
property rights. Adam Smith, the founder of modern economics and an important
figure in the Scottish Enlightenment, played an important role in the history of the de-
velopment of justice In Smith’s theoretical system, he inherited the justice theory of
philosophers of natural law., and more importantly, he clearly advocated the reduction
of inequality through the fiscal and taxation system, and put forward the maxim of tax
justice, thus marking the concept of justice from property justice turned to tax justice.
Key words: fairness; distribution justice; property rights; tax fairness
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