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1. Justice as harmony


This approach argues that people have different talents and that these different talents, when put together, will strengthen the community as well as society more widely. Education should seek to support these different talents and by doing so will help enable individuals to reach their (different) potentials.

We can see this principle in use throughout the education system in the UK: in the post-Second World War tripartite system of grammar, technical and secondary modern schools; in the division of vocational and academic qualifications and in contemporary programmes to encourage school diversification. 
The following example should help us understand this more clearly: Sarah is an excellent swimmer. She arrives at the pool each morning at 6a.m. and trains for two hours before going to school. On the basis of her swimming success, Sarah wins a scholarship to a highly prestigious school

 
According to the principle of justice as harmony Sarah should be rewarded for her hard work and commitment and should consider winning this scholarship to be a just reward for all her effort: in other words, she deserves it. A contrary view, however, is that justice based on merit or desert, in this case, is unfair. Sarah’s success is based – at least partly – on her natural talent and she doesn’t deserve the rewards this should bring. Other students may work just as hard as Sarah – perhaps in even more challenging circumstances – but because they are not endowed with a natural talent, they have no way of profiting from the benefits of that talent in the same way that Sarah does. For some, this may be a fairly contentious view to take. Michael Sandel discusses this issue in more detail at www.justiceharvard.org/.



But first consider the same argument from a slightly different perspective:
Susannah attends the same school as Sarah. However, Susannah comes from a wealthy family whose parents can easily afford to pay the large tuition fees. Susannah is not especially talented, nor does she particularly enjoy school, but because she was born to a wealthy family, she is able to enjoy the benefits of an excellent education. 

Would we raise the same objections to this situation as we might do to Sarah’s case above? Perhaps not. Your opinion might depend on your views of private education and perhaps your own experiences of school. One might argue, for example, that Susannah is lucky that she was born to a wealthy family; this privilege, unlike that of Sarah, was not borne out of hard work and so she simply does not deserve to receive such an education. In other words, this scenario might be considered to be more unfair than Sarah’s because Susannah’s reward (an excellent education) is based on neither merit nor talent. 

However, an opponent of this view of justice might strongly object and argue that it is Susannah’s parents’ right to choose the best education for their daughter and that it is unfair and an affront to their liberties to prevent them from doing so. I am not going to try to resolve this issue here but hopefully you can start to see some of the difficulties of applying different principles of social justice. 

Interestingly, this view that Susannah’s parents should have absolute freedom to choose the education they think best for their daughter resonates with a Libertarian view of justice which holds individual freedom of choice as paramount. There is an excellent introduction to Libertarian views of justice in Sandel (2010). Leaving the issue of private education to one side for a moment (it is something we return to in Chapter 6), let us consider another principle of justice.

(From Smith, E (2018) Key Issues in Education and Social Justice – pp 15-17
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