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A Quest for Justice:  
Laying the Foundations
M. Onur Arun1 and Jonathan Leif Basilio2

The pursuit of a just society has perennially stood as a 
paramount undertaking in human history. This preoc-

cupation, rooted in the recognition that justice—or a societal 
structure aligned with principles of justice—constitutes an 
indisputable universal value that can be viewed as fundamen-
tal to the human condition. Though delineating basic human 
values often ignites spirited contention within academic cir-
cles, the aspiration for a just society remains an unparalleled 
concern among scholars. Adjacent to this consensus, how-
ever, pursuits to define justice manifest as a profoundly dis-
puted terrain. Perhaps it is this intrinsic complexity of justice 
that impedes the struggles to crystallize a singular, compre-
hensive definition. One that also possesses both universal 
applicability and cross-cultural resonance. Some might con-
tend that crafting such a definition is superfluous. However, 
the mutable characteristics and exigencies of human com-
munities render the pursuit of a definition of justice that is 
imbued with adaptability an inescapable imperative. Once 
this dynamic nature of justice is accented, we believe the fu-
tility of perfectionist but ultimately fallible endeavors to cir-
cumscribe just decisions, actions, and policies is brought to 
light. It becomes apparent then that the notions and subjects 

1	 Anadolu University, Department of Social Work, e-mail: moarun@anadolu.edu.tr, 
ORCID Number: 0000-0002-5402-2120.

2	 California State University, Bakersfield, Department of Sociology, e-mail: jbasilio@
csub.edu, ORCID Number: 0000-0002-9798-9219.
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invoked in justice exhibit a similar dynamism that mirrors 
alterations and evolutions as history progresses. Within the 
realm of justice studies, disparate viewpoints have a way of 
invigorating and complicating the discourse. This complexity 
is poignantly exemplified in the different interpretations of 
inequality—a foundational principle in the quest for justice 
that discloses its diverse and often contentious nature.

Some scholars view inequality as an unequivocal blemish 
in modern societies, requiring concerted, impartial efforts to 
diminish or eliminate it. It is perceived as an impediment to 
fairness, or it is a hindrance to attaining a genuinely just so-
ciety. Other scholars posit that inequality is not only intrinsic 
but an indispensable aspect of justice itself. Within this con-
trasting perspective, disparities in treatment within partic-
ular contexts are deemed not only permissible but morally 
and functionally indispensable. Notions of merits and deserts 
within libertarian conceptions of justice epitomize this stance. 
Such dispositions acknowledge specific forms of inequali-
ty as requisite elements of a harmonious societal arrange-
ment. In addition, some forms of philosophies that combine 
both egalitarian and libertarian concerns endorse particular 
forms of inequality. The notion of equality of opportunity, 
for instance, emphasizes providing equal opportunity at the 
outset of a competitive process in order to legitimize dispari-
ties in outcomes. If equality is ensured at the inception of the 
competitive process, then inequality is not an aberration but 
foreseeable and defensible. These interpretations of inequal-
ity help us make sense of the intricate nature of justice itself. 
Far from lending itself to a monolithic or universally appli-
cable definition, justice is a concept that demands careful 
inspection of several factors. These can comprise of contex-
tual, structural, and individual-centric variables that must be 
judiciously assessed and balanced when determining ethical 
actions or policies within specific circumstances.

In approaching the quest for just outcomes, the terrain 
of justice studies is marked by comprehensive views that ex-
tend beyond mere distributive considerations. These not only 
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demarcate who should receive what but also articulate the 
principles that underpin these determinations. In conjunc-
tion with these comprehensive frameworks, other viewpoints 
proffer specific orientations concerning the focal points 
of distribution. These normative perspectives inspired by 
broader theories of justice may further manifest as sociolog-
ical, political, and moral critiques of them. Considering the 
issues these studies raise and assuming the diverse sociolog-
ical, economic, political, and anthropological structures of 
societies, we are precluded from the inadequacy of a simple 
or solitary definition of justice. Thus, shedding light on the 
diverse, alternative, and sometimes contending definitions of 
justice offers promising pathways for understanding its intri-
cate nature. Exploring the various facets and interpretations 
of justice and its connotations in this way may provide valu-
able insights that may be more productive than a definitive 
understanding.

Exploration and Breadth of Justice Studies
This volume explores justice and its diverse, comprehen-

sive, and often competing views. Our aim extends beyond de-
lineating the contours of justice. The authors of each chapter 
we invited seek to engage in an insightful discourse on some 
of the most pressing issues of our era—from environmental 
considerations to paradoxes in taxation, legal frameworks, 
and social and cultural arrangements, to particular policies 
such as basic income, along with overarching theories of jus-
tice. The spread of these subjects illustrates the pervasive na-
ture of justice studies that resonate across the social sciences.

Justice is not only salient in specialized corners of aca-
demia. It permeates our collective intellectual inquiry. This 
widespread engagement, however, underscores its demand-
ing complexity. Reflecting on the pursuit of equality in health 
care, education, or housing brings forth a multitude of chal-
lenges. Within societal aspirations for overarching equality, 
such endeavors may seem unequivocally just. Intricate moral 
dilemmas are often brought to light in these endeavors. This 
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presents a challenge to clear-cut or straightforward solu-
tions. For instance, the goal of equal utilization of healthcare 
might necessitate, on both moral and economic grounds, in-
creased taxation to support those unable to pay, a policy that 
undoubtedly will be unfavorably contested by some. Environ-
mental concerns might prompt regulations on certain busi-
nesses, which can be viewed as a restriction on their freedom 
of enterprise. Such decisions, inspired by belief or sentiment 
in the environment as a common good, must be carefully 
weighed and justified, particularly mindful of the extent they 
constrain individual liberties.

These complex scenarios disclose that the path to justice is 
rarely straightforward. Decisions in these areas often require 
a delicate balance between moral imperatives and utility and 
pragmatic considerations. The historical evolution of citizen-
ship rights, with its roots in the ancient civilizations of Spar-
ta and Athens, where rights, entitlements, and opportunities 
were often linked to responsibilities and duties, illustrates 
this complexity. This logic continues to inform debates over 
resource allocation today. How can we justify allocating re-
sources from taxpayers to the needy and poor in spheres like 
free health care or education? Doing so does not only require 
us to make a political decision that functionally justifies up-
loading an extra fiscal burden on non-poor middle and upper 
social classes as bearers in order to reallocate resources to the 
needy ones. Navigating these challenges requires both polit-
ical and moral acumen. Political decisions may justify finan-
cial burdens on certain social classes. Moral decisions may 
call for an equitable distribution of resources. These realms 
may sometimes conflict and lead to indecision or, worse, opt-
ing for one at the expense of the other. Adding to this com-
plexity are the cultural and anthropological nuances that 
must be considered. Communities may value different as-
pects of life, for example, prioritizing religious practices over 
education. Such variations add further layers to the intricate 
task of building a just society.
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The Intersectional Nature of Injustices
As can be seen, the quest for just decisions in our modern 

era is fraught with complexity that is shaped by distinct socio-
logical, political, and economic configurations. The challeng-
es are real, not merely theoretical. They demand action. They 
call for concrete justifications, policy suggestions, or decision 
proposals. It is precisely this complexity that renders justice a 
demanding issue, yet it is not an insurmountable one. Thanks 
to advances in justice studies, scholars have crafted various 
tools and explanations to engage with the indeterminate na-
ture of injustice in our time. Intellectuals, for example, such as 
Crenshaw (1989), Collins (1990), Honneth (1995), and Fraser 
(1997), have significantly shaped our essential understanding 
that various forms of injustice are intersectional in nature.

Consider the injustice experienced by an individual due 
to low economic status that manifests in their inability to ac-
cess health care or education. If this disadvantage arises from 
discrimination related to gender, race, or age, mere redistri-
bution of resources may be inadequate. Justice in these situa-
tions calls for a more sophisticated approach. Addressing this 
problem, in part, can begin with recognizing the interactions 
among these various social categorizations and considering 
them collectively.

Let us expand on this notion. Picture a low-income indi-
vidual in a bustling urban city who benefits from local pol-
icies that provide public health care, and compare this with 
the same individual in a remote rural area with scarce med-
ical facilities. In this thought experiment, the individual’s in-
ability to access health care might involve not only economic 
barriers but also legal status, geographical location, and cul-
tural norms. The legal schema may hinder access based on 
immigration status, while spatial differences might create 
imbalances in available medical facilities. Simultaneously, 
cultural attitudes toward health care might facilitate or ob-
struct access. When we compare the pronounced disparities 
in healthcare access for African Americans during segrega-
tion and the Jim Crow era and the shifting challenges and 
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advancements in the post-segregation period, we recognize 
the mutable nature of inequalities that are shaped by legal 
frameworks, economic conditions, geographical settings, 
and cultural norms across historical periods. This compar-
ison highlights not only the variability across geographical 
locations but also of evolving eras. Legal frameworks and 
jurisdiction during specific periods also contribute to these 
differences and, hence, must also be considered in evaluating 
inequalities. Let us now imagine an immigrant without proper 
legal documentation, trying to avail of health care but facing 
legal barriers. This intersection of legal status, migration, and 
economic disadvantage reveals how legal considerations add 
a unique layer to resource utilization. Laws and regulations, 
far from being impartial, actively shape power relations and 
define legal rights and responsibilities, which in turn shape 
individual experiences.

Legal Arrangements and Social Norms
Our examples persist: a woman, impoverished, living in 

an oppressive community, facing barriers based on her gen-
der that hamper her access to education. Nearby, a differ-
ently-abled neighbor faces impediments to healthcare. The 
possibilities are endless, but therein lies the reality. Tradition-
al perspectives on intersectionality, while gaining traction, 
often overlook the complex elements we have just outlined. 
This narrow focus can lead to an incomplete understanding 
of or misconceptions about inequalities.

The complexity of justice transcends mere intersectional-
ity. The interaction we refer to here now involves the dynamic 
interplay of structural elements within a social context that 
generates unique types of cross-sectionality that significant-
ly influence an individual’s life prospects and opportunities. 
Ponder the intricate relationship between legal arrangements 
and social norms. In certain cultures, a social norm may exist 
that deems it inappropriate for women to drive. This norma-
tive stance can materialize into formal legal prohibitions that 
create a synergistic effect where law and social convention 
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reinforce each other. The meeting of these factors then am-
plifies the difficulty for women to access this particular free-
dom, as has occurred in some Arab countries in the recent 
past. As we can see, this intersectional complexity extends 
beyond the interplay of individual characteristics and soci-
etal norms. They permeate various dimensions of human 
existence. This leads us to an insight that a singular, all-en-
compassing theory of justice is inadequate for these purpos-
es. The diverse and multi-angular nature of justice demands a 
critical approach that is adaptable, dynamic, and responsive 
to different contexts and cases.

As we conclude our discussion on this topic, we also pro-
pose that notions of intersectionality must extend beyond 
the interplay of individual features to include that of general 
structures and societal norms to the level of addressing the 
various dimensions of human life that we have identified. The 
complex nature of justice challenges us to consider specific 
manifestations of perceived inequality and injustice. These 
examples above, particularly as they relate to various and 
unique social contexts, show justice as a concept that is not 
static nor confined to rigid categories or simplistic analyses. 
It is fluid, evolving, and deeply contextual. Any exploration 
of justice must recognize the multiplicity of the components 
that shape it. We must embrace a perspective that allows us 
to navigate the intricate areas of law, social norms, individ-
ual characteristics, broader societal structures, and so on. 
This context-specific approach not only advances our un-
derstanding of justice but also equips us with the intellectual 
means to address inequalities and injustices more meaning-
fully. It invites us to see justice not as a monolithic or inflex-
ible principle, but as a living concept that resonates with the 
issues defining our contemporary era.

Fair Distribution of Goods and Evils
While much attention has been given to the distribution of 

goods, values, and opportunities, the allocation of “evils” (e.g., 
various forms of undesired outcomes of an agent’s choices 
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and actions such as poverty, unemployment, and so forth) 
also warrants equal consideration in broader justice studies. 
Libertarian scholars often implicitly emphasize that a just 
society not only fairly distributes goods but also establishes 
institutional mechanisms to allocate evils fairly, or in other 
words, undesired outcomes. Unlike absolute egalitarian phi-
losophers, these scholars are more concerned with individual 
responsibility, desert, free choice, and/or free will. Theirs is 
a system of institutions that distributes both goods and evils 
according to individual choice and accountability. They assert 
that rewarding everyone with the same outcomes regardless 
of the decisions they make in life means that no one takes 
responsibility for their own actions. Even though libertarian 
scholars are challenged by structuralist views advocating that 
there is no free will, and individuals’ choices are shaped and 
constrained by a broader structure of injustice and inequali-
ties, the concepts of individual choice and responsibility re-
main powerful tools in the arsenal of right-wing libertarian 
thought against egalitarian views. This is because if equality in 
the outcomes is enforced in a way where everyone is entitled 
to the same equal outcomes (e.g., resources, wealth) regard-
less of what they choose to do and be in life, then those who 
are hard-working, talented, and disciplined are contingently 
punished by being equalized with those who are lazy, undisci-
plined, and criminal. In this regard, ensuring justice, accord-
ing to libertarians, requires not only the allocation of rewards 
to those who deserve them for their meaningful choices but 
also the allocation of evils to those who make irresponsible 
and idle choices. Although libertarians have a strong moral 
argument, the egalitarian criticism of this perspective, which 
holds that there is no free choice and the structure of injus-
tice constraints people from making meaningful choices, also 
equivocally deserves consideration.

Transitioning to a different perspective, Foucault’s (1977) 
analysis of the societal mechanisms of power and control 
(e.g., surveillance, disciplinary institutions like prisons and 
schools, and the normalization of certain types of behavior 
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through legal and social norms, and so on) led him to argue 
that punishment serves not only as retribution but as a means 
to shape social behavior. This perspective challenges tradi-
tional notions of justice by describing how power is exercised 
through disciplinary mechanisms. Building on Foucault’s 
ideas, Rose (1999) examines governance and political theo-
ry through the lens of “governmentality”. Rose explores how 
modern governance techniques, including the legal system, 
shape the dispensation, within the frame of our discussion, 
both goods and “evils”, through its power to influence indi-
vidual behavior and societal norms. The exercise of power, 
he insists, is not merely about coercion but involves the shap-
ing of citizenship, freedom, autonomy, responsibility, and its 
similar cognates. Thus, in this context, the fair distribution of 
“evils” is not just a matter of legal judgment. It is intertwined 
with broader political strategies and societal values.

Kantian moral philosophy, centered on individual autono-
my and rationality, posits that punishments must correspond 
with the severity of wrongdoing and must honor human 
dignity. While we might sense an overemphasis on retribu-
tion in this particular view, the task of a just society includes 
striking a balance between individual rights and the broader 
welfare of the community. Adding to this intricacy, utilitari-
an perspectives suggest that punishments should deter future 
wrongdoing. Its critics argue, however, that this could lead to 
excessive punishment—yet the goal of a just society is to navi-
gate this tension between individual rights against the collec-
tive good with care.

A morally grounded legal system necessitates that laws 
resonate with deeper ethical considerations. We get a good 
example in Zehr’s (1990) approach to restorative justice which 
represents a significant shift in the area of justice and pun-
ishment. He proposes a restorative model that is more con-
sistent with the needs of victims and offenders, emphasizing 
healing and reconciliation. Rather than solely punishing the 
offender, Zehr’s approach seeks to repair the harm caused by 
criminal behavior. Restorative justice brings together victims, 
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offenders, and community members in a dialogue that fos-
ters understanding, empathy, and mutual accountability. This 
process seeks to restore relationships and reintegrate offend-
ers into the community. The collaborative work of Pranis and 
colleagues (2003) offers practical insights into implementing 
restorative courses of action that Zehr has brought to light. 
They focus on community involvement, emphasizing the im-
portance of dialogue and mutual understanding in resolving 
conflicts. Their work recognizes the interconnectedness of 
individuals and communities and the importance of empa-
thy, understanding, and restoration in the fair distribution 
of “evils”. In this light, as is the practice in some countries, 
appointing supreme court judges who are also educated in 
philosophy is more than symbolic. It reflects an understand-
ing that legal decisions must be tempered by ethical consid-
erations. This understanding recognizes that the complexity 
of justice goes beyond mere legal reasoning and requires a 
broader perspective that considers ethical, social, and cultur-
al dimensions.

(In)justice and (In)equality: A Nuanced Perspective
Inequality and injustice represent two distinct but inter-

connected concepts, although they are often conflated in 
public discourse. Inequality denotes disparities in status, op-
portunities, or resources among individuals or groups. Injus-
tice refers to an unfair distribution or treatment in these same 
areas. Importantly, not all inequalities are inherently unjust; 
some may be morally defensible or even desirable. Rawls, for 
example, introduced the idea that inequalities can be moral-
ly justifiable when organized to benefit society’s least advan-
taged members (Rawls, 1999 and 2001). This idea, encapsulat-
ed in the “difference principle”, is one of the central pillars of 
Rawlsian justice. It posits that social and economic inequal-
ities can be deemed just as long as they yield compensato-
ry benefits for everyone, particularly the least advantaged 
members. This idea transcends a simplistic condemnation of 
all inequalities, recognizing that some disparities may fulfill a 
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broader social function. To further illuminate his perspective, 
Rawls conceived the “original position” and the “veil of igno-
rance” (ibid.). By imagining a hypothetical scenario where 
individuals lack knowledge of their social status, talents, or 
abilities, Rawls asserts that rational individuals would settle 
on principles of justice that safeguard the interests of the 
least privileged (ibid.). This thought experiment emphasizes 
the moral imperative to consider inequalities within a frame-
work of overall societal benefit.

However, we must remember not to conflate justice with 
equality. Equality’s rigid application can obscure individual 
distinctions in merit, effort, and entitlement. For instance, 
awarding identical grades in an academic setting undermines 
individual endeavors. It also further overlooks distinctions 
in students’ diligence and excellence. The principle of desert 
advocates unequal treatment as a requisite for justice in its 
emphasis on proportional rewards or penalties relative to ac-
tions and contributions. Such disparities can serve as societal 
incentives, fostering industriousness, productivity, and in-
novation. From an economic vantage point, inequality might 
fuel competition and creativity. This engenders a form of so-
cietal progression. Differential rewards for disparate efforts 
can also act as stimuli for economic flourishing. Dishing out 
inequality, however, demands careful modulation as individ-
ual recognition must be balanced with broader societal co-
herence. Striking an equilibrium that honors individual merit 
without subverting social unity is a complex challenge. Ex-
cessive disparities may provoke social disintegration, which 
can erode communal trust. Thus, as critics caution, viewing 
inequality solely as a positive dynamic risks overlooking en-
trenched injustices or biases.

Theoretical Insights into Inequality and Justice: 
Bridging Abstract Constructs with Empirical Realities
Inequality, by its very nature, denotes disparities in re-

sources, opportunities, or status among diverse entities. It 
is inherently comparative. It requires juxtaposition between 
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varied conditions, which makes inequality contextually de-
pendent. As a relative construct, it demands reference points 
to delineate superior or inferior positions. As these referenc-
es fluctuate across cultural landscapes, societal norms, and 
individual interpretations, they infuse complexity into in-
equality assessment. For example, the disparities in the living 
conditions between a rural Filipino village, a European urban 
center, and an indigenous tribal community highlight the 
relativity and context dependency of inequality. In econom-
ic discourse, metrics of income or wealth hinge on particu-
lar societal frameworks. What constitutes an imbalance in 
one milieu might not translate into another. Likewise, social 
inequalities, including disparities based on gender, race, or 
education, exhibit comparative attributes. As discussed ear-
lier, these perceptions fluctuate with cultural norms, socie-
tal values, and historical contexts. In this volume, we provide 
the following theoretical analyses to glimpse this fertile and 
complex field.

Building upon the idea of inequality as a multidimensional 
phenomenon, M. Onur Arun follows a path exploring justice 
in a way that recognizes its multi-dimensional characteristic 
involving various dimensions such as distributional actions, 
procedural rules, retributive regulations, and restorative ar-
rangements. These four dimensions of justice are usually ad-
dressed as broad forms of justice in the existing literature (see 
Sabbagh and Schmitt, 2016) and illustrate the complex nature 
of justice. However, Arun’s contribution to this volume is dis-
tinguished from the existing classifications of justice. He un-
derlines the intersectional nature of diverse forms of justice 
theories and attempts to address how these forms of justice 
may complement and connect. In addition to this, Arun also 
attempts to distinguish forms of justice and subject areas of 
justice from each other. To illustrate the distinction between 
forms of justice and subject areas of justice, he involves two 
contemporary subject areas in justice studies, namely orga-
nizational justice (see Greenberg, 1987; Colquitt et al., 2005) 
and transitional justice (see Fischer, 2011; Webber, 2012), in 
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conjunction with its historical and philosophical roots. Arun 
then offers a nuanced exploration that challenges reduction-
ist approaches and recognizes the evolving and expanding 
field of justice studies.

Shifting the focus from a broader concept of justice to a 
more particular concept of social justice, Abdullah Said Arı 
provides a critique of John Rawls’s theory, probing its treat-
ment of structural inequalities and its foundational concepts. 
While recognizing Rawls’s influence in re-centering social 
justice within political philosophy, Arı’s chapter raises sub-
stantial concerns about the theory’s alignment with the lib-
eral-capitalist paradigm, its operational viability, and its gen-
eralizability. By questioning the legitimacy and practicality of 
Rawls’s approach, the chapter illuminates inherent challeng-
es and limitations in constructing a universal theory of justice 
within the confines of existing social structures. It concludes 
by positioning Rawls’s works (e.g., 1993 and 1999) as an im-
portant but imperfect attempt to navigate the intricate land-
scape of social justice.

Continuing the exploration of philosophical underpin-
nings, Necdet Yıldız offers a nuanced examination of Ni-
etzsche’s perspectivism by highlighting its potential to foster 
epistemological equality and connect to the broader themes 
of inequality and democracy. Engaging with Nietzsche’s ideas 
that consider knowledge “as a tool for power” (Nietzsche, 
1968) and Foucault’s work that performs “a historical anal-
ysis of scientific discourse” (Foucault, 2005), Yıldız navigates 
complex philosophical terrain to argue for the potential 
of perspectivism in fostering epistemological equality. The 
chapter opens new pathways for understanding inequality 
and democracy and offers insights into the inherent paradox-
es of knowledge and interpretation within the framework of 
perspectivism.

Building on the complexities of inequality and justice, 
Benjamin Kerst’s exploration of perceived injustice and Alem 
Kebede’s analysis of social inequality in the United States of-
fer theoretical pieces with an empirical bent. These works 
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illuminate the multifaceted nature of inequality by ground-
ing abstract theoretical constructs in real-world contexts and 
providing a richer and more nuanced understanding. Kerst 
provides a robust theoretical exploration of injustice and in-
equality, grounded in concepts such as “perceived inequali-
ty” (see Franc and Pavlović, 2021), “relative deprivation” (see 
Smith et al., 2012), and “perceived injustice”. By focusing on 
the articulation of grievances among young members of Ger-
man marksmen’s clubs, Kerst constructs a theoretical frame-
work that encompasses the intricate relationship between 
subjective perceptions and radicalization. The theoretical 
constructs are not merely abstract; they are empirically sub-
stantiated through qualitative interviews. This dual accent on 
theoretical exploration and empirical validation makes the 
chapter a nuanced contribution to the literature on injustice, 
inequality, and radicalization. Kebede’s chapter on social in-
equality in the United States similarly integrates theoretical 
insights with empirical research. Grounded in Bourdieu’s 
generative structuralism (see Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992), 
the chapter transcends a narrow economic perspective, em-
bracing a broader cognizance of social stratification through 
the lens of cultural capital. Kebede’s theoretical exploration 
probes the intricate dynamics of social inequalities, partic-
ularly within the American educational system, and offers a 
rich analysis that serves both as a theoretical exploration and 
a practical guide for scholars, policymakers, and educators.

Inequality and Difference: A Subtle Exploration in 
Modern Stratified Societies
In modern liberal societies, two terms often resonate in 

political, social, and academic discussions: “inequality” and 
“difference”. Though sometimes used interchangeably, they 
form two separate branches of a complex tree. Differenc-
es symbolize the manifold variations among individuals or 
groups, spanning qualites like sex, race, political ideology, 
age, and so forth. Taylor’s politics of recognition emphasiz-
es that in liberal societies, such differences are more than 
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mere deviations. They are hallmarks of a pluralistic life. Tay-
lor warns that failing to recognize these differences can lead 
to marginalization and misrecognition, while merely cele-
brating them without redressing inequalities can result in 
superficial multiculturalism (Taylor, 1992). These variations 
shape our collective existence. They contribute to fostering 
creativity, innovation, and cultural richness. In these terms, 
inequality signifies the uneven distribution of opportunities 
and benefits that arise without justification for differences. 
Young’s critique of traditional models of justice illuminates 
that this imbalance transcends mere variation. Young (1990) 
argues that justice must include both recognizing and valuing 
differences as well as eliminating institutional barriers that 
prevent various forms of participation in social life.

When differences become conduits for disparities in ac-
cess to resources, prospects, opportunities, or rights, they 
metamorphose into inequalities. For instance, sex differences 
are natural facets of human diversity. When these differenc-
es morph into disparities in pay, opportunities, or treatment, 
they become agents of inequality. Hence, the gender pay gap 
or unequal opportunities in professional advancements. Sim-
ilarly, racial and ethnic differences can add depth and enrich 
a country’s cultural milieu. However, these variances become 
problematic when they translate into discrimination, imped-
iments, or unequal access to vital societal goods. We see these 
manifest in the domains of education, healthcare, or employ-
ment. An example can be seen in racial or ethnic minorities 
facing barriers in education or healthcare services related to 
systemic disparities. This transformation from difference to 
inequality is not merely coincidental. It is often fueled by sys-
temic biases, prejudices, or discriminatory practices. The un-
derlying mechanisms can include both overt discrimination 
and more subtle biases that permeate societal norms, institu-
tions, and policies.

Moreover, in the modern stratified societies of our time, 
the discourse surrounding inequality and difference is often 
complex. These terms are interrelated but not synonymous. 
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They represent two axes, horizontal and vertical, that inter-
sect and interact in different ways. One of the pressing in-
tentions of this book is to dissect these concepts and uncover 
their interplay, as well as explore their implications within the 
contemporary sociopolitical landscape. Difference embodies 
the horizontal aspect of human diversity. In an ideal liberal 
society, these differences are not merely tolerated; they are 
embraced and celebrated.

From a horizontal perspective, differences stand side by 
side, free from hierarchy. It embodies the democratic ideals 
of equality and respect, allowing multiple perspectives to 
flourish without implying superiority or inferiority. In con-
trast, inequality introduces a vertical dimension to human 
relations. It encompasses unjustifiable disparities in access to 
resources, opportunities, or rights that stem from differences. 
These divergences create a hierarchical arrangement where 
some individuals or groups are situated above others. This 
vertical nature creates a tiered structure that leads to imbal-
ances in power, status, and opportunity. For example, gender 
differences can be viewed as horizontal variations that enrich 
human diversity. However, when these differences manifest 
in disparities in pay or opportunities, they ascend to vertical 
inequalities, erecting a hierarchical divide. Similarly, cultural 
diversity represents horizontal differences that add vibrancy 
to society. Economic inequalities can introduce vertical divi-
sions to this that then create imbalances in wealth and op-
portunity. The interplay between horizontal differences and 
vertical inequalities is understandably complex and demands 
further attention that is beyond the scope of this chapter. Fur-
thermore, classification between horizontal and vertical in-
equalities can take quite different forms due to the difficulty 
in identifying them.

Building upon the motifs of vertical and horizontal di-
mensions, İbrahim Kuran’s scrutiny of Universal Basic Income 
(UBI) adds a further layer to our understanding of social in-
equalities. Defined as an unconditional income for all citi-
zens, UBI emerges as a contested political project, reflecting 
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a spectrum of perspectives from rightist (see Murray, 2016) to 
socialist feminist ideologies (see Weeks, 2020). In his analysis, 
Kuran classifies various UBI models and connects them with 
theoretical constructions of justice. The dialectical dynamics 
he introduces between capitalist and anti-capitalist interpre-
tations culminate in a call for a progressive UBI that supports 
the working class and mitigates inequality. Kuran’s explora-
tion echoes the intricacies of the horizontal differences and 
vertical inequalities we discussed earlier in this chapter. By 
engaging with the potential immediate benefits and future 
transformations of UBI, Kuran’s chapter further emphasizes 
the tension and potential alignment between economic effi-
ciency and social welfare.

In this light, Kent E. Henderson’s chapter transitions the 
discussion to environmental inequality and justice in the 
U.S., tracing its roots to the seminal Warren County incident 
in 1978. This incident, involving the illegal dumping of toxic 
waste in a predominantly African American county, may have 
served to catalyze activism and academic research leading to 
the emergence of concepts such as “environmental racism” 
and “environmental inequality” (Holifield, 2001; Bullard, 
1993). Reflecting on the growth of environmental inequality 
studies, Henderson emphasizes the interconnectedness of 
environmental issues with broader social disparities, juridi-
cial frameworks, and human life. Henderson’s overview con-
tributes valuable observations to our understanding of social 
injustices and the transformative power of activism. This ap-
proach highlights the complexity of environmental inequali-
ty in the context of vertical imbalances.

In considering Chile’s socio-economic dynamics after 
1973, Alejandro Marambio-Tapia centers his analysis on the 
relationship between credit practices and perceptions of 
social mobility and inequality. His exploration of vertical 
inequality deepens our understanding of credit expansion, 
which despite fostering a sense of agency among lower and 
middle-income groups, disguises the true extent of inequali-
ty. Marambio-Tapia highlights the rise of consumer culture in 



A Quest for Justice: Theoretical Insights, Challenges, and Pathways Forward

18

the 1980s and 1990s in Chile and contrasts it with persistent 
income disparities, as evidenced by the country’s high Gini 
coefficient. His analysis clarifies how the state’s retrenchment 
led to the financialization of essential needs and an alarming 
rise in the income-debt ratio and growing dependence on 
credit. The chapter further explores how the privatization 
of welfare and deregulated credit markets have exacerbated 
inequality, which has disproportionately benefited the upper 
echelons of society. Critically assessing how the democratiza-
tion of credit has shaped a “middle-class consciousness” (see 
Marambio-Tapia, 2021 and 2023; Pérez-Roa, 2021; Pérez-Roa 
and Troncoso-Pérez, 2019), Marambio-Tapia illustrates how 
this has blurred class distinctions and created a perception of 
a less unequal society, despite the underlying class precari-
ousness that still existed. This nuanced exploration resonates 
with the broader thread of justice and inequality, offering an 
angle into the multilayered nature of social stratification.

A case study by Matthias Meißner, Julia Seefeld, and Silke 
Tophoven explores vertical differences in the context of re-
habilitation and social justice for people with disabilities in 
Germany. The authors dive into the complexities of the Ger-
man rehabilitation system, which they argue offers support 
measures but also presents barriers due to its intricate struc-
ture (Deck et al., 2022; Nivorozhkin et al., 2018; Nivorozhkin 
et al., 2018; Sellach et al., 2006). Their examination highlights 
the significant disability employment gap and emphasizes the 
economic imperative of investing in rehabilitation. Regard-
ing societal welfare and resource allocation, the authors find 
alignment with the broader theme of vertical inequalities, en-
riching our perspective on these issues. By critically assessing 
legal provisions, implementation hurdles, specific challenges 
for diverse groups, and the potential of digitization, they pro-
vide us with a view of the systemic disparities and inequalities 
that shape the experiences of people with disabilities.
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Insights from Empirical Studies
It is noteworthy that while some studies pivot on either 

horizontal differences or vertical inequalities, classifying 
them is not always straightforward. Some research, more so 
than others, touches upon both dimensions either explicitly 
or implicitly, hence, adding layers of complexity to the sub-
ject matter.

Wai Lau and Deborah Giustini’s work on the “clash of habi-
tus” during the COVID-19 pandemic offers a vivid illustration 
of horizontal differences but also implicitly explores vertical 
aspects in the British context. They examine the tensions and 
adaptations in daily habits in response to government-im-
posed lockdown measures. Using the sociological perspec-
tives of Pierre Bourdieu and primarily Norbert Elias, their 
chapter explores the “civilizing offensives” (see van Krieken, 
1999; Powell, 2013; Mennell, 2015) in referring to the direct 
governmental interventions that shaped everyday conduct 
during the pandemic. While these offensives might appear 
to affect populations in a non-hierarchical manner, Lau and 
Giustini argue that reality is more complex. The government’s 
ability to impose and enforce these norms introduced a hier-
archical dimension, and the effects on different populations 
were varied, consequently laying bare the underlying social, 
economic, and cultural hierarchies. This study provides a 
good view of the interplay between horizontal differences 
and vertical inequalities, underscoring the relationship be-
tween governmental authority, societal norms, and individ-
ual behaviors.

In exploring the frictions and ambiguities faced by irregu-
lar migrants in the United States, Jonathan Leif Basilio’s chap-
ter unpacks the paradoxes embedded in its taxation system. 
He notes that the migrants not only contribute significantly to 
national tax revenue but also find themselves legally invisible, 
precluding them from gaining the full array of public benefits 
and social safety nets that their tax dollars support. Basilio 
further argues that their pursuit of regularization or legal sta-
tus, characterized by “citizen-like” behavior while navigating 
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the shadows of “illegality”, may seem to be within reach but 
is often challenging or even impossible to achieve (Chauvin 
and Garcés-Mascareñas, 2014; Menjívar and Abrego, 2012). 
Basilio examines the vertical inequalities that shape the ex-
periences of this marginalized community, which he frames 
within the context of the regulation process and “taxation 
circuits”, defining these as the specific networks and systems 
governed by individual and social norms and values through 
which immigrants contribute to national tax revenue. Addi-
tionally, we can observe the horizontal dimensions of taxa-
tion as he reflects on the tensions between immigration status 
and social interdependencies in the context of the migrants’ 
relationships with other institutional actors, their employers, 
and members of their familial networks.

These empirical studies collectively enhance our under-
standing of the multifaceted nature of inequality and dif-
ference within modern stratified societies. By engaging with 
both vertical and horizontal dimensions and recognizing the 
intricate challenges embedded in classification efforts, these 
works offer observations and reflections that resonate with 
both academic discourse and practical endeavors to foster 
fairness in a globally connected society.

Conclusion
Embarking on A Quest for Justice: Theoretical Insights, Chal-

lenges, and Pathways Forward involves inquiring about the 
notions of justice and its connotations and implications. This 
volume includes contributions from sociologists, political sci-
entists, social policy, and social work scholars from countries 
such as the United States, Turkey, the United Kingdom, Bel-
gium, Germany, and Chile. Challenging simplistic interpreta-
tions of our subject matter, our collective objective has been 
to offer viewpoints that engage with the real-world complex-
ities of an interconnected globe and that melds theory and 
practice through critical examination. A standout vision in 
the volume is the examination of the transition from differ-
ence to inequality within modern societies. By dissecting the 
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subtle mechanisms that transform variations into disparities, 
this volume emphasizes the importance of recognizing and 
celebrating differences without allowing them to evolve into 
agents of inequality. The harmonious integration of theoreti-
cal insights with empirical research shows the contextual na-
ture of inequality as well as the multidimensional aspects of 
justice. Our engagement with some of the foundational theo-
ries in the literature also has led us to acknowledge the inher-
ent obstacles in constructing a universal theory of justice, a 
theme that is resonant throughout the work we present here. 
We also propose an approach to navigate the complexities of 
justice and inequality that, importantly, stresses adaptabil-
ity and readiness to grapple with paradoxes. Some of these 
include examining moral conflicts or dilemmas, carefully 
weighing between individual rights and the collective good, 
and interweaving ethical obligations imperatives with prag-
matic realities. These serve to enrich our comprehension of 
the subject matter.

This volume aspires to resonate beyond academic dis-
course. By bringing together theoretical insights and empir-
ical realities from a globally diverse set of contributors, we 
sought to offer our readers not only a richer understanding of 
justice and inequality but also lays a foundational framework 
for pathways forward in terms of critical engagement, soci-
etal discourse, and policy deliberations. As readers turn the 
pages, they are invited to engage with these themes as dynam-
ic manifestations of human society, demanding continuous 
reflection and thoughtful action. This is not just an academic 
exercise; it is a genuine quest for justice that resonates with 
the complex realities of our interconnected world.
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