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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

The theory of justice by John Rawls has significantly influenced contemporary
political philosophy and ethical discourse. Rawls, an American political
philosopher, introduced a framework for understanding justice that emphasizes
fairness and equality in the distribution of goods, opportunities, and social
benefits. His seminal work, "A Theory of Justice," published in 1971,
proposes a systematic approach to evaluating the principles of justice that
govern the basic structure of society. This article delves into the
fundamental aspects of Rawls' theory, exploring its concepts, principles, and
implications for modern political thought.

Foundations of Rawls' Theory of Justice

At the core of Rawls' philosophy lies the idea that a just society is one
that ensures fairness and equality among its members. He challenges
utilitarianism, which prioritizes the greatest happiness for the greatest
number, by arguing that it can lead to the oppression of minorities. Instead,
Rawls proposes two key principles that underpin his theory of justice.

The Original Position and the Veil of Ignorance

Central to Rawls' theory is the concept of the "original position," a
hypothetical scenario where individuals come together to decide on the
principles of justice that will govern their society. In this scenario,



individuals operate behind a "veil of ignorance," which strips them of any
knowledge about their personal circumstances, such as their race, gender,
social status, or personal preferences. This design ensures that the
principles chosen are fair and impartial, as no one can tailor the rules to
benefit their own situation.

- Key Elements of the Original Position:

1. Equality: All individuals are considered equal in the decision-making
process.

2. Impartiality: The veil of ignorance prevents bias or favoritism.

3. Rationality: Individuals are assumed to be rational and self-interested,
seeking to maximize their own well-being while ensuring fairness.

The Two Principles of Justice

From the original position, Rawls derives two fundamental principles of
justice:

1. The First Principle (Equal Liberty): Each person should have an equal
right to the most extensive basic liberties compatible with similar liberties
for others. This principle emphasizes the importance of fundamental freedoms,
such as freedom of speech, assembly, and conscience.

2. The Second Principle (Difference Principle): Social and economic
inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both:

- To the greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of society (the
difference principle).

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

The second principle acknowledges that inequalities may exist but insists
that they must be structured to benefit those who are worst off, thereby
promoting a more equitable society.

Just Institutions and the Basic Structure of
Society

Rawls emphasizes that justice must be understood in the context of societal
institutions, which he refers to as the "basic structure." This basic
structure includes the major social, economic, and political institutions
that shape individuals' lives and opportunities.

Criteria for Just Institutions



For institutions to be just, they must satisfy several criteria:

- Fairness: Institutions should operate transparently and provide equal
treatment to all individuals.

- Stability: A just society should be stable over time, with institutions
that can effectively respond to changes and challenges.

- Cooperation: Institutions must facilitate cooperative relationships among
individuals, promoting social cohesion and mutual respect.

Justice as Fairness

Rawls' notion of "justice as fairness" encapsulates his vision of a just
society. This concept underscores that justice should be based on fair
principles that everyone would agree to under conditions of equality and
impartiality. Rawls argues that a fair society respects individuals as moral
agents capable of making rational choices and pursuing their own conception
of the good life.

Critiques and Responses

While Rawls' theory has received widespread acclaim, it has also faced
substantial criticism from various philosophical perspectives.

Utilitarian Critique

Critics from the utilitarian tradition argue that Rawls' emphasis on fairness
can lead to inefficiencies and that a focus on maximizing overall happiness
is more pragmatic. They contend that strict adherence to the difference
principle might hinder overall societal progress.

- Response: Rawls counters that utilitarianism can justify the sacrifice of
individual rights for the sake of the majority, leading to potential
injustices against marginalized groups. He maintains that a just society must
prioritize fairness over mere utility to protect individual freedoms.

Libertarian Critique

Libertarians criticize Rawls for advocating redistribution and for
prioritizing the least advantaged at the expense of individual property
rights and freedoms. They argue that such redistribution infringes upon
personal liberty and autonomy.

- Response: Rawls acknowledges the importance of personal freedoms but



asserts that genuine liberty cannot exist in a society marked by extreme
inequality. He argues that a minimal level of economic inequality is
permissible, provided it benefits the least advantaged.

Communitarian Critique

Communitarian philosophers argue that Rawls' theory is overly individualistic
and neglects the importance of community and social context in shaping
individual identities and values.

- Response: Rawls recognizes the role of community in individual lives but
argues that principles of justice must be universal to ensure fairness across
diverse social contexts. He believes that a just society can accommodate both
individual rights and communal values.

Implications of Rawls' Theory

Rawls' theory of justice has profound implications for contemporary political
philosophy, social policy, and the understanding of ethics.

Social Justice and Policy Making

Rawls' principles provide a framework for evaluating social policies and
institutions. Policymakers can assess whether their decisions align with the
principles of justice, particularly the difference principle, which
emphasizes the necessity of benefiting the least advantaged.

- Examples of Application:

1. Welfare Programs: Evaluating welfare programs to ensure they effectively
support the most disadvantaged.

2. Educational Access: Ensuring equal access to quality education for all
individuals, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds.

Global Justice

Rawls' ideas have also been extended to discussions of global justice, where
scholars examine how his principles apply on an international scale. This
includes addressing issues such as poverty, inequality, and human rights
globally.

- Global Principles:
1. Fair Trade: Advocating for trade policies that benefit developing
countries.



2. Human Rights: Upholding global standards for human rights that align with
Rawls' principles of justice.

Conclusion

The theory of justice by John Rawls remains a cornerstone of modern political
philosophy, offering a compelling vision of a fair and just society. By
emphasizing fairness, equality, and the protection of individual rights,
Rawls provides a framework that encourages critical reflection on our social
structures and institutions. His ideas continue to inspire debates about
justice, ethics, and policy, challenging us to create a society that honors
the dignity of all individuals while addressing the complexities of
inequality and diversity. As we navigate contemporary challenges, Rawls'
theory serves as a guiding light, reminding us of the fundamental importance
of justice in shaping a better future for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of John Rawls' theory of
justice?

The main premise of John Rawls' theory of justice is the concept of 'justice
as fairness', which argues that the principles of justice should be chosen
under conditions that ensure fairness, particularly through the 'original
position' and the 'veil of ignorance’.

What are the two principles of justice proposed by
Rawls?

Rawls proposes two principles of justice: the first guarantees equal basic
liberties for all individuals, and the second, known as the difference
principle, allows social and economic inequalities only if they benefit the
least advantaged members of society.

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

The 'veil of ignorance' is a thought experiment where individuals design a
society without knowing their own social status or personal characteristics.
This ensures that the principles chosen are fair and unbiased, as no one
would want to create rules that disadvantage themselves.

What criticisms have been made against Rawls' theory



of justice?

Critics argue that Rawls' theory may overlook the complexities of real-life
inequalities, the role of historical injustices, and that it may not
adequately address the needs of marginalized groups outside the scope of his
framework.

How does Rawls' theory relate to the concept of
social contract?

Rawls' theory is rooted in the social contract tradition, suggesting that
individuals would agree to principles of justice as a fair agreement among
free and equal persons, similar to historical social contract theories by
philosophers like Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau.

What role does the concept of the 'least advantaged’
play in Rawls' theory?

The 'least advantaged' refers to the individuals who are the worst off in
society. Rawls' second principle emphasizes that any social or economic
inequalities must be arranged to benefit these individuals, ensuring that
improvements in society also uplift the most vulnerable.

In what ways has Rawls' theory influenced
contemporary political philosophy?

Rawls' theory has significantly influenced contemporary political philosophy
by providing a framework for discussions on justice, equality, and rights,
and has inspired debates in areas such as distributive justice, welfare
economics, and the ethical implications of public policy.
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