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We've now looked at three approaches to the ethics of allocating resources. We've talked about the

Hippocratic oath's notion of the physician doing whatever will serve the best interests of the patient.

We've seen that doesn't really lend itself to allocating resources at all. We've looked at a libertarian

approach where the principle of autonomy implies that people who have resources can use those

resources to try to persuade health professionals to deliver care to them. Those that don't have

resources are unfortunately left out.

The utilitarian principle would allocate resources by calculating which distribution produces the most

benefit in aggregate, without paying any attention to the distribution. We're now going to look at a fourth

approach that's generally referred to as the approach based on the principle of justice. In order to do

this, we first need to say a word about the meaning of the word "justice."

Aristotle takes up the question in the fifth book of his Nichomachean Ethics. He says there's really two

meanings of the word "justice." First, there's justice in the broad sense, which is very roughly the

equivalent of doing the right thing, taking into account all ethical considerations, all principles of ethics.

Then Aristotle says there's another meaning of the term, which he refers to as justice in the narrow

sense, which is roughly the ethics of how the good should be distributed.

There are certain patterns that are morally preferable. Now, different theorists of the theory of justice

will opt for different patterns. Aristotle could think of three possible patterns. Whether you're a free birth

or a slave was one basis for distribution. Whether you're of noble birth or a commoner is a second basis

for distribution. The third, he thought, what is a function of standards of excellence.

Those were the only three patterns that Aristotle could understand. Now, in modern times, the principle

of justice has tended to relate the pattern to some notion of equality, perhaps opportunities for equality.

The most important American philosopher who has addressed the theory of justice is the philosopher

John Rawls.

He wrote a book, published in 1971, called A Theory of Justice. In it, he argues that justice should take

priority over utilitarian considerations of distribution. And he suggests that there are two principles that

must be satisfied for a distribution to be just. The first principle is that basic liberty should be distributed

equally.
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The second is that benefits or goods should be distributed so as to redound to the benefit of the least

well off consistent with fair equality of opportunity. Applied to health care, if our goal is to give people

opportunities for equality, that implies we would target on people who have the worst health conditions.

We would identify those who are sickest or potentially could become sickest and would use our

resources preferentially to bring those people up to a higher level of medical well-being. Suppose we

were to take some resources from the average people and we transfer that resource in a way that

would help the people on the bottom.

But sometimes we can best help those on the bottom by actually giving the resource to elites who are

already very well off. How would this work? For example, if there were very talented researchers who

could be given an extra incentive, an extra salary, to use their skills to make medical breakthroughs and

help those who were sickest, a Rawlsian who favors the Rawlsian principles of justice would say that, as

long as we bring the people on the bottom up, it doesn't matter if those on the top do very, very well.

Now, Rawls is not the only contemporary interpretation of the principle of justice. There are others who

would claim to be what we could call true or radical egalitarian. They're even more egalitarian than

Rawls. In fact, Rawls, somehow, in the name of equality, has actually increased the gap between those

on the bottom and those on the top. The true, or radical, egalitarians say the goal isn't really to get

those on the bottom as high as possible. It's to bring about greater equality.

So even if we apply the principle of justice, you can see there's some internal debate among justice

theorists over exactly what distribution, what pattern of distribution of the good, would be worthwhile.
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