
a theory of justice revised edition

A Theory of Justice Revised Edition is a landmark work in political
philosophy, authored by John Rawls, that seeks to address the principles of
justice that should govern a well-ordered society. Initially published in
1971, the book has undergone several revisions and has sparked extensive
debates and discussions in academic circles and beyond. In this revised
edition, Rawls refines his arguments, responds to critiques, and further
clarifies his vision of justice as fairness. This article will explore the
key concepts presented in the revised edition, its implications for
contemporary political thought, and its relevance in today's society.

The Core Principles of Justice as Fairness

Rawls introduces the concept of "justice as fairness," which he posits as a
framework for evaluating the moral foundations of society. The theory relies
on two fundamental principles:

1. The Principle of Equal Liberty

This principle asserts that each person has an equal right to extensive
liberties, as long as these liberties are compatible with the same liberties
for others. This includes freedoms such as:

- Freedom of speech
- Freedom of assembly
- Freedom of conscience
- The right to vote

The first principle emphasizes the importance of individual rights and
freedoms in a democratic society.

2. The Difference Principle

The second principle, known as the difference principle, states that social
and economic inequalities should be arranged to benefit the least advantaged
members of society. This means that any inequalities must work towards
improving the conditions of those who are worst off, ensuring a fair
distribution of resources and opportunities.

In this way, Rawls balances the need for individual freedoms with the
necessity of addressing social inequalities, creating a cohesive framework
for justice that prioritizes both liberty and equality.

Original Position and Veil of Ignorance

One of the most innovative aspects of Rawls' theory is the idea of the
"original position," a hypothetical scenario in which individuals come
together to determine the principles of justice that would govern their



society. This thought experiment is grounded in the "veil of ignorance," a
condition where individuals are stripped of all knowledge of their personal
characteristics, social status, or individual preferences.

The Purpose of the Original Position

The original position serves several purposes:

- Impartiality: By removing personal biases and interests, individuals are
more likely to choose principles that ensure fairness for all members of
society.
- Rationality: Individuals in the original position are assumed to be
rational agents who are motivated by self-interest but will also consider the
welfare of others when making decisions.
- Universal Applicability: The principles chosen in the original position
should be applicable to any society, making them a foundation for a global
theory of justice.

This approach allows Rawls to argue that the principles of justice should be
universally accepted, as they are derived from a position of fairness and
equality.

Revisions and Responses to Critiques

The revised edition of "A Theory of Justice" addresses various critiques that
have emerged since its initial publication. Rawls responds to challenges
posed by libertarians, utilitarians, and communitarians, providing
clarifications and elaborations on his ideas.

1. Response to Libertarian Critiques

Libertarians argue that Rawls' emphasis on redistributive justice undermines
individual freedom and property rights. In the revised edition, Rawls defends
his position by asserting that a just society must ensure that the basic
structure does not perpetuate inequalities that hinder individuals' ability
to exercise their freedoms. He argues that liberties should not be contingent
on one's social position but should be guaranteed to all.

2. Addressing Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism, which advocates for maximizing overall happiness, is another
point of contention for Rawls. He contends that utilitarianism fails to
respect the rights of individuals, especially those who are disadvantaged. In
contrast, his theory prioritizes individual rights and seeks to protect them
even if doing so may not maximize overall utility.

3. Engaging with Communitarianism



Communitarians criticize Rawls for neglecting the role of community and
social context in shaping individual identities and values. In response,
Rawls acknowledges the importance of community but maintains that the
principles of justice must transcend particularistic values to ensure
fairness for all. He argues that a just society should foster the development
of community while adhering to universal principles.

Justice and the Basic Structure of Society

Central to Rawls' theory is the concept of the "basic structure" of society,
which refers to the institutions and arrangements that govern social
cooperation. Rawls argues that the principles of justice should primarily
apply to this basic structure, as it has significant implications for the
lives of individuals.

The Role of Institutions

Institutions play a vital role in maintaining justice within society. They
include:

- Political institutions (e.g., government)
- Economic institutions (e.g., market systems)
- Social institutions (e.g., family, education)

These institutions must be designed to uphold the principles of justice as
fairness, ensuring that they do not reinforce existing inequalities or
undermine individual rights.

Social Cooperation

Rawls emphasizes that justice is fundamentally about social cooperation among
free and equal individuals. This cooperation is structured by institutions
that should be evaluated against the principles of justice. A well-ordered
society, according to Rawls, is one where citizens cooperate under conditions
of mutual respect and fairness.

Implications for Contemporary Society

The revised edition of "A Theory of Justice" holds significant implications
for contemporary political discourse and social policy. The principles
outlined by Rawls can inform debates on various issues, such as:

- Economic Inequality: Rawls’ difference principle can provide a framework
for evaluating policies aimed at reducing economic disparities and ensuring
social safety nets for the least advantaged.
- Civil Rights: The principle of equal liberty underscores the importance of
protecting civil rights and freedoms, guiding efforts to combat
discrimination and uphold individual liberties.
- Global Justice: Rawls' ideas can extend beyond national borders, prompting
discussions about global justice and the responsibilities of wealthier



nations toward poorer countries.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the revised edition of "A Theory of Justice" by John Rawls
remains a foundational text in political philosophy, offering a compelling
vision of justice as fairness. Through its innovative framework, Rawls
challenges us to reconsider the principles that govern our societies and to
strive for a world where justice is paramount. The enduring relevance of
Rawls' ideas continues to inspire scholars, policymakers, and activists
alike, making it an essential work for anyone seeking to understand the
complexities of justice in a modern context.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes addressed in the revised
edition of 'A Theory of Justice'?

The revised edition addresses themes of fairness, equality, and the
principles of justice as fairness, emphasizing the importance of social
cooperation and the role of institutions in ensuring justice.

How does John Rawls' concept of the 'original
position' evolve in the revised edition?

In the revised edition, Rawls clarifies the original position as a
hypothetical social contract where individuals choose principles of justice
behind a 'veil of ignorance,' which ensures impartiality and fairness in the
selection of these principles.

What criticisms does the revised edition address
regarding Rawls' original theory?

The revised edition responds to critiques concerning the practical
applicability of his theory, the role of historical injustices, and the
relationship between justice and liberty, providing a more nuanced
understanding of social justice.

How does Rawls differentiate between 'justice as
fairness' and utilitarianism in the revised edition?

Rawls argues that 'justice as fairness' prioritizes individual rights and
equitable treatment over the utilitarian approach, which focuses on
maximizing overall happiness, potentially at the expense of individual
rights.

What new insights does Rawls provide on the concept
of 'public reason' in the revised edition?

The revised edition elaborates on 'public reason' as a framework for



political discourse that requires citizens to justify their political
decisions based on shared values and principles, fostering civic unity and
legitimacy.

How does the revised edition of 'A Theory of Justice'
address issues of global justice?

Rawls introduces a discussion on global justice, advocating for a
cosmopolitan approach that extends principles of justice beyond national
borders, emphasizing the need for fair international institutions and
cooperation.

What role do institutions play in Rawls' theory as
discussed in the revised edition?

Institutions are seen as critical in structuring social cooperation, ensuring
that the principles of justice are upheld, and providing mechanisms for
addressing injustices and inequalities in society.

How has 'A Theory of Justice' influenced contemporary
debates on social justice?

The revised edition continues to shape discussions on social justice by
providing a robust framework for evaluating policies and practices, inspiring
movements for equality, and influencing political philosophy and ethics.
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