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Justice as Fairness:
John Rawls’ Theory of Justice

Rawls” theory focuses:
= NOT on foreseeable results of an action;

=« NOT on right or wrond principles motivating
the action;

= NOT on virtues of character, but

ON SOCIAL INSTUTITONS WITHIN
WHICH ACTIONS AND POLICIES ARE
DETERMINED

John Rawls' justice as fairness is a seminal concept in political philosophy that seeks to establish a
framework for a just society. Developed by the American philosopher John Rawls in his landmark
work, "A Theory of Justice," published in 1971, this theory has profoundly influenced modern
discussions on ethics, law, and political theory. Rawls proposes that the principles of justice should be
designed as if they are established under conditions that ensure impartiality, thus providing a fair and
equitable foundation for society. This article will delve into the core principles of Rawls' theory, its
implications for social justice, and critiques that have emerged in response to his ideas.

Core Principles of Justice as Fairness

At the heart of Rawls' theory are two fundamental principles that guide the distribution of rights and
resources in society. These principles are designed to ensure that all individuals have an equal
standing and that inequalities are arranged to benefit the least advantaged members of society.

1. The First Principle: Equal Basic Liberties

Rawls' first principle asserts that each person is entitled to a set of basic liberties, which are to be
guaranteed for all individuals. These liberties include:

- Freedom of speech

- Freedom of assembly

- The right to vote

- Freedom of conscience



- The right to personal property

According to Rawls, these basic liberties must be protected equally for all citizens. He emphasizes
that any infringement upon these liberties must be justified by a compelling reason that enhances the
overall fairness of society. This principle establishes a foundation for a democratic society where
individual rights are paramount and provide a safeguard against oppression.

2. The Second Principle: The Difference Principle

The second principle is more complex and consists of two components:

- Fair Equality of Opportunity: This component asserts that individuals should have equal access to
opportunities, regardless of their social background. Education, employment, and other key areas
should be accessible to all, allowing everyone to compete on an equal footing.

- The Difference Principle: This principle posits that social and economic inequalities are permissible
only if they benefit the least advantaged members of society. In other words, any inequalities that
arise must work to improve the situation of those who are worst off.

This approach fundamentally reorients how we think about justice: rather than merely striving for
equality for its own sake, Rawls emphasizes that the ultimate goal is to ensure that every person,
especially the most disadvantaged, has a fair chance to succeed.

The Original Position and the Veil of Ignorance

To illustrate how individuals would determine the principles of justice, Rawls introduces the concepts
of the "original position" and the "veil of ignorance."

1. The Original Position

In the original position, individuals come together to agree upon the principles of justice. However,
this agreement is not made under typical social circumstances; instead, it is a hypothetical scenario
where individuals are stripped of any knowledge of their personal circumstances. This ensures that
the principles chosen are fair and impartial.

2. The Veil of Ignorance

The veil of ignorance is a crucial aspect of the original position. It requires individuals to set aside
their personal characteristics, such as race, gender, intelligence, wealth, and social status, when
determining the principles of justice. By doing so, individuals are compelled to consider the needs and
rights of all members of society rather than simply advocating for their own interests.

This thought experiment aims to promote fairness by ensuring that principles are chosen without bias.



If individuals were unaware of their future position in society, they would logically choose principles
that safeqguard the rights and well-being of the most vulnerable.

Implications for Social Justice

Rawls' justice as fairness has significant implications for social justice and public policy.

1. Redistribution of Wealth

The difference principle suggests that a just society should actively work to reduce inequalities in
wealth and resources. This does not mean complete equality but rather ensuring that any disparities
benefit the least advantaged. Policies that promote progressive taxation, social welfare programs, and
access to quality education can be seen as necessary measures to achieve this goal.

2. Affirmative Action

Rawls' principles also support affirmative action policies aimed at providing opportunities for
historically marginalized groups. By ensuring fair equality of opportunity, such measures align with
the idea that society should work to uplift those who have been disadvantaged due to systemic
inequalities.

3. Political Institutions and Governance

Justice as fairness also informs the design of political institutions. Rawls argues that democratic
governance should be structured to reflect the principles of justice, ensuring that all voices are heard
in the political process. This can involve implementing measures that enhance voter participation and
representation, particularly for underrepresented groups.

Critiques of Rawls' Justice as Fairness

While Rawls' theory has been influential, it has also faced considerable criticism from various
philosophical perspectives.

1. Libertarian Critique

Libertarians, such as Robert Nozick, argue that Rawls' approach is overly focused on redistributing
resources and infringes upon individual liberties. They contend that individuals have the right to
acquire and retain property without interference, and that any form of redistribution is a violation of
their rights.



2. Communitarian Critique

Communitarians critique Rawls for prioritizing individual rights over communal values and social
cohesion. They argue that a just society must consider the specific cultural and historical contexts of
its members and that Rawls' abstract principles may not adequately address the needs of particular
communities.

3. Feminist Critique

Feminist theorists have also pointed out that Rawls' theory does not sufficiently address issues
related to gender inequality and the roles traditionally assigned to women in society. They argue that
a more nuanced understanding of justice must account for the complexities of gender relations and
the ways in which societal structures perpetuate inequality.

Conclusion

John Rawls' justice as fairness remains a foundational theory in contemporary political philosophy,
challenging us to consider what it means to create a just society. By emphasizing equal basic liberties
and the difference principle, Rawls provides a compelling framework for evaluating social justice and
guiding public policy. Despite facing critiques from various philosophical perspectives, his ideas
continue to inspire discussions on ethics, law, and the role of justice in society. Through the lens of
Rawls' theories, we are encouraged to reflect on our own societal structures and work towards a
fairer, more equitable world for all individuals.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is John Rawls' concept of 'justice as fairness'?

John Rawls' concept of 'justice as fairness' is a philosophical framework that argues for a society
structured so that the principles of justice are agreed upon by rational individuals under a 'veil of
ignorance', where they do not know their own social status, abilities, or personal characteristics.

What are the two principles of justice proposed by Rawls?

The two principles of justice proposed by Rawls are: 1) Each person has an equal right to the most
extensive basic liberties that are compatible with similar liberties for others, and 2) Social and
economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both to the greatest benefit of the least
advantaged (the difference principle) and attached to offices and positions open to all under
conditions of fair equality of opportunity.

How does the 'veil of ignorance' work in Rawls' theory?

The 'veil of ignorance' is a thought experiment where individuals design a society without knowledge
of their own personal circumstances, ensuring that the principles chosen are fair and impartial, as



they must account for the welfare of all members of society.

Why is the concept of the 'original position' important in
Rawls' theory?

The 'original position' is a hypothetical social contract where rational individuals determine the
principles of justice. It is crucial as it establishes a fair starting point for creating a just society, as
participants are stripped of biases that could influence their decisions.

What criticisms have been leveled against Rawls' 'justice as
fairness'?

Criticisms of Rawls' 'justice as fairness' include arguments that it may not adequately address issues
of historic injustice, the complexities of cultural diversity, and the practicality of implementing such
principles in real-world governance.

How does Rawls' theory relate to utilitarianism?

Rawls' theory contrasts with utilitarianism, which seeks the greatest good for the greatest number. In
‘justice as fairness', Rawls prioritizes the rights and welfare of the least advantaged, arguing that a
just society cannot sacrifice individual rights for collective utility.

What role does the concept of 'fair equality of opportunity’
play in Rawls' framework?

The concept of 'fair equality of opportunity' ensures that individuals have equal chances to succeed
regardless of their background, promoting a more equitable distribution of resources and
opportunities in society.

Can Rawls' principles be applied to global justice issues?

Yes, Rawls' principles can be adapted to address global justice issues, as he later expanded his ideas
to consider how societies can interact fairly on a global scale, emphasizing the need for fair
cooperation among nations.

How does Rawls' view of justice compare to that of other
philosophers like Kant?

Rawls' view of justice shares similarities with Kantian ethics, particularly in the emphasis on individual
rights and moral autonomy. However, Rawls' focus on social cooperation and the conditions of
fairness distinguishes his approach from Kant's more abstract moral philosophy.

What impact has 'justice as fairness' had on contemporary
political philosophy?

Rawls' 'justice as fairness' has profoundly influenced contemporary political philosophy, sparking
extensive debates on social justice, equality, and the role of principles in shaping public policy, and
has inspired numerous responses and adaptations from both supporters and critics.
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Explore John Rawls' concept of justice as fairness and its impact on modern philosophy. Discover
how his principles can shape a just society. Learn more!
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