rawls theory of justice as fairness

rawls theory of justice as fairness is a foundational concept in political philosophy that
seeks to define the principles of justice that should govern a fair and equitable society.
Developed by the American philosopher John Rawls, this theory presents justice as fairness
through a unique approach involving the original position and the veil of ignorance. It aims
to balance individual liberty with social equality, providing a framework for evaluating social
institutions and policies. This article explores the core principles of Rawls' theory, its
philosophical underpinnings, critiques, and its impact on contemporary political thought.
Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of how justice as fairness offers a
compelling alternative to utilitarian and libertarian theories of justice. The discussion is
divided into key sections for clarity and depth.

e Overview of Rawls' Theory of Justice as Fairness
e The Original Position and Veil of Ignorance

e The Two Principles of Justice

e Philosophical Foundations and Influences

e Critiques and Responses

e Contemporary Applications and Legacy

Overview of Rawls' Theory of Justice as Fairness

Rawls theory of justice as fairness is a normative framework designed to establish
principles that ensure fairness in the distribution of rights, opportunities, and resources
within a society. It challenges traditional utilitarian approaches by emphasizing individual
rights and the importance of justice as a social contract. Rawls proposes that justice should
be defined in terms of fairness, which requires impartiality and equality in the design of
social institutions. The theory is articulated most famously in his 1971 book, "A Theory of
Justice," where he outlines a method for determining just principles through hypothetical
reasoning.

Justice as fairness is grounded in the idea that societal rules should be agreed upon under
conditions that are fair to all parties involved. This approach highlights the need for a
system where no one has an advantage based on arbitrary factors such as social status,
wealth, or natural talents. By focusing on fairness, Rawls aims to protect basic liberties
while addressing social inequalities that affect the least advantaged members of society.



The Original Position and Veil of Ignorance

At the heart of Rawls theory of justice as fairness lies the concept of the original position, a
hypothetical scenario in which individuals select the principles of justice that will govern
their society. In this thought experiment, participants are placed behind a veil of ignorance,
meaning they do not know their own social status, abilities, or preferences. This condition
ensures impartiality by preventing biases that might arise from self-interest.

Purpose and Function

The original position serves as a fair starting point for deliberation because it simulates a
situation where individuals have equal bargaining power and no knowledge of their
personal circumstances. This encourages the selection of principles that are just and
equitable for all, as rational agents would want to protect themselves against the worst
possible outcomes.

Implications for Justice

The veil of ignorance removes the influence of arbitrary contingencies, leading rational
individuals to prioritize basic liberties and social arrangements that benefit everyone,
especially the least advantaged. This mechanism is crucial for deriving the two principles of
justice, which form the core of Rawls’ theory.

The Two Principles of Justice

Rawls theory of justice as fairness is defined by two fundamental principles that govern the
distribution of rights and resources in a just society. These principles are designed to
ensure fairness and equality while allowing for social and economic inequalities only if they
benefit the least advantaged.

First Principle: Equal Basic Liberties

The first principle guarantees equal basic liberties for all citizens, including freedom of
speech, religion, and political participation. These rights are non-negotiable and must be
protected equally to maintain a just society.

Second Principle: Social and Economic Inequalities

The second principle permits inequalities in wealth and social status only if they satisfy two
conditions:

* The Difference Principle: Inequalities are acceptable if they benefit the least
advantaged members of society.

e Fair Equality of Opportunity: Positions and offices must be open to all under
conditions of fair equality of opportunity.



This principle acknowledges that some inequalities can motivate productivity and
innovation but insists they must not undermine fairness or equal opportunity.

Philosophical Foundations and Influences

Rawls theory of justice as fairness draws from a rich tradition of social contract theory and
moral philosophy. It is influenced by thinkers such as Immanuel Kant, John Locke, and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, who emphasized the role of reason and consent in political legitimacy.

Kantian Ethics

Rawls incorporates Kantian ideas of autonomy and respect for persons by ensuring that
individuals are treated as ends in themselves, not merely as means. The emphasis on
fairness and impartiality reflects Kant’s moral imperative to act according to principles that
could be universally accepted.

Social Contract Theory

Building on social contract theory, Rawls envisions a hypothetical agreement among free
and equal individuals to establish just principles. Unlike classical contracts, this agreement
is hypothetical, designed to model fairness rather than actual consent.

Critiques and Responses

Despite its influence, Rawls theory of justice as fairness has faced several critiques from
various philosophical perspectives. These criticisms have sparked ongoing debates and
prompted refinements of the theory.

Libertarian Critique

Libertarians argue that Rawls’ acceptance of redistributive policies violates individual
property rights and personal freedom. They claim that justice should prioritize individual
liberty over social equality.

Communitarian Critique

Communitarians contend that Rawls’ theory overly emphasizes abstract individualism and
fails to account for the importance of community values and social ties in shaping justice.

Rawls’ Responses

Rawls acknowledged these critiques and clarified that his principles aim to balance liberty
with social cooperation. He maintained that fairness requires some redistribution to ensure
that inequalities do not harm social cohesion or deny opportunities to the disadvantaged.



Contemporary Applications and Legacy

Rawls theory of justice as fairness remains a cornerstone in discussions of political
philosophy, ethics, and public policy. Its principles have influenced debates on welfare,
affirmative action, and global justice.

Impact on Political Philosophy

The theory revived interest in normative political theory by providing a systematic method
for evaluating justice. It has inspired further research on distributive justice and the role of
institutions in promoting fairness.

Policy Implications

In practice, Rawls’ ideas support policies that aim to reduce poverty, expand access to
education, and protect civil liberties. His framework encourages lawmakers to consider how
social arrangements affect the least advantaged, promoting equitable reforms.

Global Justice

More recently, scholars have extended Rawls’ theory to address issues of international
justice, exploring how fairness principles apply across national borders and influence global
governance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Rawls' theory of justice as fairness?

Rawls' theory of justice as fairness is a political philosophy framework that proposes
principles of justice to structure a fair society. It emphasizes equal basic rights, equality of
opportunity, and arranging social and economic inequalities to benefit the least
advantaged.

What are the two main principles of justice according to
Rawls?

The two main principles are: 1) The Liberty Principle, which guarantees equal basic liberties
for all citizens; 2) The Difference Principle, which permits social and economic inequalities
only if they benefit the least advantaged members of society.

How does the 'original position' concept function in
Rawls' theory?

The 'original position' is a hypothetical scenario in which individuals choose principles of
justice behind a 'veil of ignorance,' unaware of their own social status, abilities, or
preferences, ensuring impartial and fair decision-making.



What role does the 'veil of ignorance' play in justice as
fairness?

The veil of ignorance removes knowledge of personal characteristics and social
circumstances, preventing bias and self-interest, so that principles of justice are chosen
fairly and equitably for all members of society.

How does justice as fairness address social
inequalities?

Justice as fairness accepts social inequalities only if they improve the situation of the least
advantaged (Difference Principle) and if there is fair equality of opportunity, ensuring that
inequalities serve to benefit everyone, especially the disadvantaged.

Why is Rawls' theory of justice considered influential in
contemporary political philosophy?

Rawls' theory provides a systematic, ethical framework for evaluating justice that balances
liberty and equality. Its concepts like the original position and difference principle have
shaped debates on fairness, rights, and social policy worldwide.

Additional Resources

1. A Theory of Justice by John Rawls

This seminal work by John Rawls introduces the concept of justice as fairness. Rawls
develops the original position and the veil of ignorance as tools to determine principles of
justice. The book fundamentally reshaped political philosophy and remains a cornerstone
for discussions on distributive justice.

2. Justice as Fairness: A Restatement by John Rawls

In this concise restatement, Rawls clarifies and refines the ideas presented in his original
work. The book offers a more accessible presentation of his theory, addressing critiques
and further explaining the two principles of justice. It serves as an essential summary for
students and scholars alike.

3. Political Liberalism by John Rawls

This book advances Rawls’s theory by addressing the challenges of pluralism in democratic
societies. It expands on justice as fairness by exploring how a stable and just society can
exist despite diverse, conflicting moral doctrines. The work is crucial for understanding the
practical application of Rawlsian principles.

4. Rawls and Beyond: The Interpretive Debate by Samuel Freeman

Freeman provides an in-depth analysis of Rawls’s theory and its subsequent interpretations.
The book engages with various critiques and alternative views, offering a comprehensive
overview of the scholarly debate surrounding justice as fairness. It is valuable for readers
interested in the evolution of Rawlsian thought.

5. The Idea of Justice by Amartya Sen



While not solely focused on Rawls, Sen’s work critically interacts with Rawls’s theory of
justice. He contrasts the emphasis on institutions with a focus on actual realizations of
justice and capabilities. The book broadens the discussion by integrating ethical and
practical considerations of justice.

6. Justice and the Social Contract: Essays on Rawlsian Political Philosophy by Thomas Pogge
Pogge explores various dimensions of Rawls’s theory, especially its implications for global
justice. The collection of essays discusses how justice as fairness can be extended beyond
domestic societies. This work is essential for those interested in applying Rawlsian
principles to international contexts.

7. Rawls’s Law of Peoples: A Realistic Utopia? by Chandran Kukathas and Philip Pettit
This book examines Rawls’s extension of justice as fairness to the international sphere
through the Law of Peoples. It debates the feasibility and moral foundations of Rawls’s
vision for international relations. The text is important for understanding the global
implications of Rawlsian justice.

8. Justice as Fairness: A Moral Foundation for Democratic Citizenship by John H. Ely

Ely interprets Rawls’s theory as a basis for democratic citizenship and political practice. The
book explores how justice as fairness supports equal political participation and rights. It
offers a practical perspective on implementing Rawlsian principles in democratic
governance.

9. The Cambridge Companion to Rawls edited by Samuel Freeman

This collection of essays by leading philosophers offers a comprehensive overview of
Rawls’s work, including justice as fairness. The book covers key themes, critiques, and
applications of Rawlsian theory. It is an invaluable resource for both newcomers and
seasoned scholars in political philosophy.
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