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Justice as Fairness: A Restatement is a philosophical framework developed by John
Rawls in his seminal work, "A Theory of Justice." This concept offers a unique approach to
understanding justice that emphasizes fairness in the distribution of resources, rights, and
opportunities. Rooted in social contract theory, it seeks to establish principles of justice that
would be agreed upon by rational individuals under conditions that ensure impartiality. This
article will explore the key components of Rawls's theory, the principles of justice he
proposes, and the implications for contemporary society.



Understanding Justice as Fairness

Justice as fairness is predicated on the idea that a just society is one where individuals can
coexist while having their rights and interests protected. Rawls argues that fairness should
be the guiding principle in the structuring of social institutions and the distribution of goods.
The theory is built upon two core principles, which Rawls articulates through a hypothetical
social contract.

The Original Position and Veil of Ignhorance

At the heart of Rawls's theory is the concept of the "original position," a hypothetical
scenario where individuals come together to determine the principles of justice that will
govern their society. Key to this discussion is the "veil of ignorance," a thought experiment
designed to eliminate personal biases that could influence decision-making. Participants in
the original position are stripped of any knowledge about their personal characteristics,
such as:

- Social status
- Wealth

- Gender

- Ethnicity

- Abilities

By operating behind the veil of ignorance, individuals are encouraged to choose principles
that are fair and just for all, as they do not know where they will end up in the societal
hierarchy. This encourages the development of rules that protect the least advantaged and
promote equality.

The Two Principles of Justice

Rawls identifies two principles of justice that arise from the original position:

1. The Principle of Equal Liberty: Each person has an equal right to the most extensive basic
liberties compatible with similar liberties for others. This principle guarantees fundamental
freedoms such as freedom of speech, religion, and the right to participate in democratic
processes.

2. The Difference Principle: Social and economic inequalities must be arranged so that they
are both:

- To the greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of society

- Attached to positions and offices open to all under conditions of fair equality of
opportunity

The first principle emphasizes the importance of individual rights and freedoms, while the
second principle recognizes that inequalities can be justified if they improve the situation of
the least advantaged. This balance between liberty and equality is central to Rawls's vision



of justice.

The Role of Institutions in Justice as Fairness

In Rawls’s framework, the institutions of society play a crucial role in ensuring that justice
as fairness is realized. These institutions must be designed to uphold the principles
established in the original position.

Social Institutions

Social institutions include:

- The legal system

- Political structures

- Educational systems
- Economic frameworks

These institutions must be structured in a way that promotes equal opportunity and
protects the liberties of all individuals. For instance, educational institutions should provide
equitable access to quality education, enabling all individuals to compete on a level playing
field.

Political Order and Justice

A just political order is one that reflects the principles of justice as fairness. A democratic
government should be accountable to its citizens and work to ensure that policies are in
place to protect the most vulnerable members of society. This can be achieved through:

- Social safety nets
- Progressive taxation

- Access to healthcare

By ensuring that the political system reflects the principles of justice, societies can work
towards achieving fairness and equality for all.

Critiques of Justice as Fairness

While Rawls's theory has been influential, it has also faced significant critiques from various
philosophical perspectives.



Utilitarian Critique

Utilitarianism, which advocates for the greatest good for the greatest number, challenges
the principles of justice as fairness. Critics argue that focusing on the least advantaged may
lead to inefficiencies and that a utilitarian approach would prioritize overall happiness
rather than specific entitlements. They contend that justice should be concerned with
maximizing societal welfare, not merely distributing resources fairly.

Libertarian Critique

Libertarians criticize Rawls's emphasis on redistributive policies, arguing that they infringe
upon individual property rights. They assert that individuals should have the freedom to
manage their resources as they see fit, and that any form of enforced redistribution is
inherently unjust. This perspective emphasizes personal responsibility and the right to
retain the fruits of one's labor.

Feminist and Critical Race Theory Critique

Feminist theorists and advocates of critical race theory argue that Rawls's framework does
not adequately address issues of gender and race. They contend that the original position is
overly abstract and fails to consider the real-world contexts of oppression and privilege.
These critiques call for a more intersectional approach to justice that recognizes the
complexities of identity and systemic inequality.

Implications for Contemporary Society

Despite critiques, justice as fairness continues to be relevant in discussions about social
justice, policy-making, and ethical governance. Its principles can inform debates on:

- Income inequality

- Healthcare access

- Educational reform

- Racial and gender equity

By applying the principles of justice as fairness, policymakers can create a more inclusive
society that prioritizes the needs of the most vulnerable.

Policy Applications

Some potential policy applications of justice as fairness include:

1. Universal Basic Income: Providing a financial safety net to ensure that all individuals can



meet their basic needs.

2. Progressive Taxation: Implementing a tax system that requires higher earners to
contribute a larger percentage of their income to support social programs.

3. Affirmative Action: Ensuring that marginalized groups have equal access to educational
and employment opportunities.

4. Healthcare for All: Establishing a universal healthcare system that guarantees access to
medical services for every citizen.

Conclusion

Justice as fairness presents a compelling vision of a just society, emphasizing the
importance of fairness, equality, and the protection of individual rights. By framing justice
within the context of a social contract and the veil of ignorance, Rawls provides a robust
foundation for understanding and addressing issues of inequality. As societies grapple with
complex challenges related to justice and fairness, Rawls's principles remain a vital
touchstone for ethical deliberation and policy-making. The ongoing dialogue surrounding
justice as fairness encourages a commitment to ensuring that all individuals, regardless of
their circumstances, are afforded the opportunities and protections necessary to thrive.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'Justice as Fairness: A
Restatement'?

The main premise is that justice should be understood as fairness, which emphasizes the
principles of equality, mutual respect, and cooperation among individuals in a society,
ensuring that everyone has fair access to opportunities and resources.

How does 'Justice as Fairness' differ from traditional
utilitarianism?

'Justice as Fairness' prioritizes individual rights and equitable treatment over the
maximization of overall happiness, as seen in utilitarianism, which may justify sacrificing
individual rights for the greater good.

What are the two principles of justice outlined in
'Justice as Fairness'?

The two principles of justice are: 1) each person has an equal right to the most extensive
basic liberties compatible with similar liberties for others; and 2) social and economic
inequalities should be arranged to benefit the least advantaged members of society (the
difference principle).



How does John Rawls address the issue of inequality in
'Justice as Fairness'?

John Rawls acknowledges that some inequality is inevitable, but he insists that such
inequalities are only justified if they benefit those who are worst off in society, thus
promoting a fairer distribution of resources.

In what ways has 'Justice as Fairness' influenced
contemporary political philosophy?

'Justice as Fairness' has significantly influenced contemporary political philosophy by
providing a framework for discussing social justice, informing debates on economic policy,
and inspiring movements aimed at addressing systemic inequality and promoting human
rights.
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Explore the principles of 'justice as fairness: a restatement' and discover how it shapes our
understanding of equity and morality. Learn more in our insightful article!
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