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The Methodological Evolution in Studies on Justice: From Classical
Political Economy to Marx's Critique of Political Economy

Liu Yiwen (Huazhong Agricultural University )

Abstract Both classical political economy and Marx's critique of political economy address and exam-
ine the issue of social justice to varying degrees. An examination of justice in classical political economy and
how Marx's conception of justice critiques and transcends its predecessor from a methodological perspective,
helps clarify the revolutionary advance of justice in Marx's critique of political economy. Primarily adopting
the methods of induction and deduction, classical political economy draws upon historical experience with
the former only to justify the eternal justice of capitalism, and constructs a de-historicized economic science
with the latter thereby obscuring the issue of social justice. By contrast, Marx examines social justice through
dialectical materialism and historical materialism. Dialectical materialism, as a method grounded in social
and historical reality that advances from the abstract to the concrete, fundamentally undermines such capital-
ist principles of justice as "the alleged inherent rationality of differentiated exchange and distribution" and
"the eternal justice of capitalism". Historical materialism, combining empirical attributes with historical di-
mension, recognizes the temporary rationality of capitalist production relations while exposing the contradic-
tions inherent in an exploitative social structure, thereby transcending the theoretical boundary of capitalist
notions of justice. This methodological shift reveals that the research approach to social justice has evolved
from a formal logical tool serving to justify a specific social system to a scientific worldview grounded in his-
torical reality and dedicated to dissecting the inherent contradictions within the social structure.

Key words social justice; classical political economy; Marx's critique of political economy ; capitalist

principles of justice; the revolutionary advance of the idea of justice
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