
john rawls theory of justice as fairness

John Rawls' theory of justice as fairness has profoundly influenced contemporary political philosophy

and ethical discussions surrounding justice, equality, and democracy. Introduced in his seminal work,

"A Theory of Justice" published in 1971, Rawls presents a framework aimed at ensuring that social

and economic inequalities are structured to benefit the least advantaged members of society. This

article will explore the key components of Rawls' theory, its underlying principles, and its implications

for modern political thought.

Core Principles of Justice as Fairness

At the heart of Rawls' theory are two foundational principles of justice that aim to create a fair society.

These principles are derived from what he calls the "original position" and the "veil of ignorance."

The Original Position

The original position is a hypothetical social contract scenario where individuals come together to

determine the principles of justice that would govern their society. In this position, individuals are

rational and self-interested but are not aware of their own personal circumstances, such as their social

status, wealth, race, gender, or abilities. This ensures that the rules they create are fair and impartial.

The Veil of Ignorance

The veil of ignorance is a crucial mechanism within the original position that ensures fairness. It

requires individuals to make decisions without knowledge of their own personal attributes. By doing so,

Rawls argues that they will choose principles that protect the most vulnerable members of society, as



they could potentially find themselves in such a position.

The Two Principles of Justice

From the original position and the veil of ignorance, Rawls articulates two key principles of justice:

The Principle of Equal Liberty: Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic1.

liberties compatible with similar liberties for others. This principle emphasizes fundamental rights

such as freedom of speech, assembly, and conscience.

The Difference Principle: Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are2.

both to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of society and attached to offices

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

These principles are ordered in a priority: the first principle (equal liberty) takes precedence over the

second (the difference principle). This ordering ensures that basic rights and freedoms are guaranteed

before considering any social or economic inequalities.

Implications of Rawls' Theory

Rawls' theory of justice as fairness has significant implications for both political philosophy and

practical policymaking. It challenges traditional utilitarian approaches that prioritize the greatest

happiness for the greatest number, often at the expense of the least advantaged.



Redistribution of Resources

One of the most contentious aspects of Rawls' theory is its implication for the redistribution of

resources. By advocating for the difference principle, Rawls supports policies that would address social

and economic inequalities. This could include:

Progressive taxation

Universal healthcare

Access to quality education

Social safety nets for the unemployed and underprivileged

Such measures are justified under Rawls' framework as they aim to improve the situation of the least

advantaged members of society, thereby adhering to the difference principle.

Political Liberalism

Rawls later expanded his theory to include the concept of political liberalism in his book "Political

Liberalism" (1993). Here, he addresses the challenges of pluralism in modern democracies,

recognizing that individuals hold diverse and sometimes conflicting comprehensive doctrines (belief

systems). Rawls argues for a political conception of justice that is freestanding and can be accepted

by people with different moral and philosophical views.

Key aspects of political liberalism include:



Public Reason: Decisions in a democratic society should be made based on reasons that all1.

citizens can endorse, ensuring that policies are justifiable to everyone.

Overlapping Consensus: In a pluralistic society, different doctrines can converge on the same2.

political principles, allowing for stability and cooperation despite deep moral disagreements.

Critiques of Rawls' Theory

Despite its influence, Rawls' theory has not gone unchallenged. Critics have raised several points

against his framework:

Utilitarian Critique: Utilitarian philosophers argue that Rawls' focus on the least advantaged can1.

lead to a neglect of overall societal welfare. They contend that maximizing utility should be the

primary goal of justice.

Libertarian Critique: Libertarians criticize the difference principle as an imposition on individual2.

liberty, asserting that it violates the rights of individuals to freely acquire and use their resources.

Feminist Critique: Feminist theorists have pointed out that Rawls' theory fails to adequately3.

address issues of gender inequality, as it does not account for the social structures that

perpetuate women's disadvantage.

While these critiques provide valuable insights, Rawls' theory has continued to evolve and adapt,

addressing many of these concerns in subsequent discussions.



Rawls' Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

John Rawls' theory of justice as fairness remains a cornerstone of contemporary political philosophy.

Its emphasis on fairness, equality, and the moral responsibility of society to care for its most vulnerable

members continues to resonate in discussions about social justice, economic inequality, and public

policy.

In recent years, issues like wealth disparity and systemic injustice have reignited interest in Rawlsian

principles. Policymakers and activists often invoke the ideas of justice as fairness to advocate for

reforms aimed at creating a more equitable society.

Education and Public Discourse

Rawls' work has also significantly impacted education and public discourse. Many universities

incorporate his ideas into their curricula, fostering critical discussions about justice, ethics, and political

philosophy. The concept of justice as fairness encourages students to think critically about their own

beliefs and the moral implications of social policies.

Global Justice

In an increasingly interconnected world, Rawls' framework has been applied to issues of global justice.

Scholars have debated how the principles of justice as fairness can extend beyond national borders,

addressing inequalities between nations and advocating for global cooperation in tackling issues like

poverty, climate change, and human rights.



Conclusion

John Rawls' theory of justice as fairness offers a profound and nuanced approach to understanding

justice in society. By emphasizing fairness, equality, and the moral obligation to protect the least

advantaged, Rawls provides a compelling framework for evaluating social policies and political

structures. While critiques exist, the enduring relevance of his ideas in contemporary discourse

underscores their importance in shaping a just and equitable society. As we navigate the complexities

of modern life, Rawls' insights continue to guide discussions about what it means to create a fair and

just world for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core principle of John Rawls' theory of justice as fairness?

The core principle is that social and economic inequalities should be arranged to benefit the least

advantaged members of society, ensuring fairness and equality of opportunity.

What does Rawls mean by the 'original position'?

The 'original position' is a hypothetical state in which individuals choose the principles of justice behind

a 'veil of ignorance', unaware of their own social status, abilities, or preferences, to ensure impartiality.

How does the 'veil of ignorance' influence decision-making in Rawls'

theory?

The 'veil of ignorance' prevents individuals from making biased decisions based on personal

circumstances, leading them to choose principles that ensure fairness and justice for all, especially the

least advantaged.



What are the two principles of justice that Rawls proposes?

The two principles are: 1) Each person has an equal right to a fully adequate scheme of basic liberties,

and 2) Social and economic inequalities should be arranged to benefit the least advantaged and be

attached to positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.

How does Rawls' theory address social inequalities?

Rawls' theory addresses social inequalities by advocating for structures that ensure that any

inequalities in wealth or power benefit the least advantaged, thus promoting a more equitable society.

What distinguishes Rawls' theory from utilitarianism?

Unlike utilitarianism, which seeks the greatest good for the greatest number, Rawls' theory emphasizes

justice and fairness, ensuring that the rights of the individual, especially the least advantaged, are

prioritized.

How is Rawls' theory relevant to contemporary discussions on social

justice?

Rawls' theory remains relevant as it provides a framework for evaluating policies and social structures

aimed at reducing inequality and promoting fairness, particularly in debates on welfare, healthcare, and

education.

What criticisms have been made against Rawls' theory of justice?

Critics argue that Rawls' theory may be too abstract, overlooks the role of individual responsibility, and

does not adequately address the complexities of social justice in diverse societies.

How has Rawls' theory influenced modern political philosophy?

Rawls' theory has significantly influenced modern political philosophy by shifting the focus to concepts

of justice and fairness, inspiring a range of political theories and discussions on rights, equality, and



social policy.
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