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JusTicE AS FAIRNESS

John Rawls' Justice as Fairness: A Restatement is a pivotal work that builds upon his
earlier theories presented in "A Theory of Justice." In this restatement, Rawls clarifies and
refines his philosophical ideas regarding justice and fairness, making them more
accessible to a wider audience. The central tenet of his philosophy is the idea that a just
society is one that ensures fairness for all its members, particularly by providing equal
opportunities and protecting the least advantaged. This article delves into the core
concepts of Rawls' philosophy, the principles of justice he proposes, and the implications



of his work for contemporary political philosophy.

Understanding Justice as Fairness

John Rawls introduces his concept of justice through the lens of fairness, which
emphasizes that justice should be understood not merely as a set of rules or laws but as a
fundamental principle guiding social cooperation. His framework is built upon two core
principles that aim to ensure fairness in the distribution of resources and opportunities.

The Original Position and the Veil of Ignorance

One of the most innovative aspects of Rawls' theory is the thought experiment known as
the "original position." This hypothetical scenario invites us to imagine ourselves as
individuals tasked with designing the fundamental principles for a just society without
knowing our own social status, abilities, or personal characteristics. This is where the
concept of the "veil of ignorance" comes into play.

- Key Elements of the Original Position:

1. Equality: Individuals are considered equal in the original position and do not have
knowledge of their future positions in society.

2. Rationality: Individuals are rational agents looking to maximize their own well-being
while also considering the well-being of others.

3. Fairness: The principles agreed upon in this scenario are presumed to be fair since no
one can tailor the rules to benefit themselves.

The veil of ignorance ensures impartiality, compelling participants to choose principles
that are just and fair for all, not just for themselves. This foundational idea leads to the
formulation of Rawls' two principles of justice.

The Two Principles of Justice

Rawls articulates two essential principles that he believes would be chosen in the original
position:

1. The First Principle (Equal Liberty): Each person should have an equal right to the most
extensive basic liberties compatible with similar liberties for all. This principle
underscores the importance of individual freedoms, including the right to vote, freedom of
speech, and the right to personal property.

2. The Second Principle (Difference Principle): Social and economic inequalities should 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.



This second principle introduces the idea that while inequalities may exist, they must work
to the advantage of those who are least well off, thereby promoting a more equitable
society.

Implications of Justice as Fairness

The implications of Rawls' theory extend beyond mere theoretical constructs; they
influence political institutions, social policies, and ethical considerations in governance. By
advocating for a society structured around fairness, Rawls challenges existing power
dynamics and encourages the pursuit of social justice.

Political Implications

The application of Rawls' principles can lead to significant changes in political governance
and public policy. Some of these implications include:

- Welfare Policies: Governments are encouraged to implement policies that support the
least advantaged, such as social safety nets and public healthcare.

- Affirmative Action: Measures that promote equality of opportunity, such as affirmative
action in education and employment, align with Rawls' vision of fairness.

- Redistributive Policies: Taxation and wealth redistribution mechanisms that benefit the
less fortunate can be justified under the difference principle.

These implications suggest that a just society must actively work to mitigate inequalities
rather than passively allow them to persist.

Social Implications

Beyond political structures, Rawls' theory has profound social implications. It fosters a
culture of empathy and care for the disadvantaged, promoting a sense of community and
shared responsibility. Some social considerations include:

- Education: Ensuring that all individuals have access to quality education is essential for
leveling the playing field and promoting fair opportunities.

- Healthcare Access: A commitment to universal healthcare reflects the principles of
justice as fairness, prioritizing the health and well-being of all citizens.

- Community Engagement: Encouraging civic participation and volunteerism can help
bridge gaps between different social groups, fostering understanding and cooperation.

Critiques and Responses

Despite its influential position in political philosophy, Rawls' theory has faced several
critiques. Some philosophers argue against the practicality of his principles or challenge



the assumption that individuals in the original position would act in ways that promote
fairness.

Common Critiques

1. Overemphasis on Rationality: Critics argue that Rawls' model relies too heavily on the
assumption of rationality, neglecting emotional and social factors that influence human
behavior.

2. Cultural Relativism: Some suggest that Rawls' principles are culturally biased and may
not apply universally across different societies with diverse values and norms.

3. Feasibility of Implementation: Detractors question the practicality of implementing
Rawlsian principles in real-world political systems, citing the complexities of social and
economic inequalities.

Rawls' Responses

In response to these critiques, Rawls offers several justifications:

- Rationality and Empathy: Rawls argues that rationality can include a sense of empathy
and concern for others, which can guide individuals toward fair principles.

- Flexibility of Principles: He recognizes that while his principles may stem from a Western
philosophical tradition, they can be adapted to fit various cultural contexts, promoting a
broader understanding of justice.

- Gradual Change: Rawls maintains that implementing his principles does not require an
immediate overhaul of existing systems but rather a gradual evolution toward greater
fairness.

Conclusion

In conclusion, John Rawls' Justice as Fairness: A Restatement stands as a monumental
contribution to contemporary political philosophy. By emphasizing fairness as a guiding
principle, Rawls invites us to reconsider how we structure our societies and institutions.
His original position and the veil of ignorance challenge us to think beyond our own
interests and to consider the well-being of all members of society, particularly the most
disadvantaged. As we grapple with pressing social justice issues today, Rawls' insights
remain relevant, urging us to strive for a more equitable and just world. Through
continued dialogue and reflection on his principles, we can work towards realizing the
ideals of justice as fairness in our own communities and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main thesis of John Rawls' 'Justice as
Fairness: A Restatement'?

The main thesis is that a just society is one that is organized according to principles that
individuals would agree upon under fair conditions, emphasizing equality and the
protection of individual rights.

How does Rawls redefine the concept of the original
position in 'Justice as Fairness'?

Rawls redefines the original position as a hypothetical social contract where individuals
choose principles of justice behind a 'veil of ignorance’, ensuring impartiality by not
knowing their personal circumstances.

What are the two principles of justice proposed by
Rawls?

The two principles are: 1) Each person has an equal right to the most extensive basic
liberties compatible with similar liberties for others; 2) Social and economic inequalities
must be arranged to benefit the least advantaged and be attached to offices open to all.

In what ways does ‘A Restatement' clarify Rawls' earlier
work, 'A Theory of Justice'?

'A Restatement' clarifies key concepts and arguments, streamlining his ideas about justice
and fairness, and addressing critiques and misunderstandings from 'A Theory of Justice'
while maintaining the foundational principles.

How does Rawls address the idea of cultural diversity in
'Justice as Fairness'?

Rawls acknowledges cultural diversity by arguing that principles of justice should be
applicable across different societies, allowing for a pluralistic approach that respects
varying conceptions of the good life.

What implications does Rawls' theory have for
contemporary political debates?

Rawls' theory has significant implications for debates on social justice, economic
inequality, and human rights, advocating for policies that promote fairness and protect the
most vulnerable members of society.
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