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Why This Matters

Theories of justice are the foundation for every policy debate you'll encounter, from healthcare reform to
criminal sentencing to taxation. When you're analyzing political arguments, you need to identify which
conception of justice underlies a given position and what trade-offs that conception accepts. Understanding
these theories helps you recognize why reasonable people disagree so fundamentally about what a fair society
looks like.

These theories cluster around core tensions: individual rights vs. collective welfare, equality of outcomes vs.
equality of opportunity, punishment vs. restoration, and procedural fairness vs. substantive results. Don't just
memorize definitions. Know what problem each theory is trying to solve and what criticisms it faces. When an
essay asks you to evaluate a policy, your job is to apply these frameworks and explain whose interests get
prioritized and why.

Foundational Frameworks: How Should We Measure Justice?
These theories establish the basic criteria for evaluating whether a society is just. They answer the
fundamental question: what counts as a good outcome?

Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism holds that justice means producing the greatest good for the greatest number, measured by
aggregate utility or well-being. Its roots trace to Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, who argued that the
moral worth of any action depends entirely on its consequences for overall happiness.
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e Consequentialist reasoning evaluates actions solely by their outcomes, not by intentions or inherent
rights. A policy is just if it maximizes total welfare, even if the process seems unfair to some.

e Vulnerability to "tyranny of the majority™: Critics argue utilitarianism could justify harming a
minority if doing so increases total happiness. For example, redistributing resources away from a small
group might raise aggregate welfare but violate that group's rights. Mill tried to address this by
distinguishing "higher" and "lower" pleasures, but the core tension remains.

John Rawls' Theory of Justice

Rawls asks: what principles would people choose to govern society if they didn't know in advance what position
they'd occupy? This is the "veil of ignorance”, a thought experiment where rational agents design social
institutions without knowing their race, class, gender, talents, or values. The veil is meant to guarantee
impartiality, since you can't rig the rules in your own favor if you don't know who you'll be.

» The difference principle permits social and economic inequalities only when they benefit the least
advantaged members of society. Some inequality is acceptable (say, higher pay for doctors) if it creates
incentives that ultimately improve conditions for the worst-off.

e Rawls prioritizes fairness over efficiency. He argues that rational people behind the veil would adopt
a cautious strategy, choosing principles that protect whoever ends up at the bottom rather than
gambling on ending up at the top.

Social Contract Theory

Social contract theory justifies political authority through consent: government is legitimate because
individuals agree (explicitly or tacitly) to form a society and follow its rules, giving up some freedom in
exchange for order and protection.

o Multiple variants offer very different conclusions. Hobbes argued that life without government is
"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short," so security justifies a strong sovereign. Locke held that
government exists to protect natural rights, especially life, liberty, and property, and that citizens may
revolt if it fails. Rousseau focused on the general will of the community, arguing that true freedom
comes through collective self-governance.

e This framework is foundational to liberal democracy, providing the theoretical basis for constitutional
government, the rule of law, and the idea that citizens have both rights and obligations.

Compare: Rawls vs. Classical Social Contract Theorists: Both use hypothetical agreements to justify
political principles, but Rawls adds the veil of ignorance to eliminate self-interested bias. Classical
theorists (especially Hobbes and Locke) assume people negotiate knowing their interests. If asked to
evaluate procedural fairness, Rawls offers the most developed contemporary framework.
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Individual vs. Collective: Where Should Power Reside?

These theories disagree fundamentally about the proper relationship between individual rights and
community welfare. The tension here drives most contemporary political debates.

Libertarianism

Libertarianism holds that justice requires protecting individual freedom, property rights, and voluntary
exchange above all else. The state's only legitimate role is to prevent force and fraud.

» The self-ownership principle (central to Robert Nozick's Anarchy, State, and Utopia) holds that
individuals have absolute rights over their bodies and legitimately acquired property. Justice is about
how things were acquired, not how things are distributed at any given moment.

e Libertarians reject redistributive taxation as a violation of rights, regardless of social benefits. Nozick
famously compared taxation of earnings to forced labor: if you own yourself, you own the fruits of your
labor. Friedrich Hayek, approaching from a different angle, argued that centralized redistribution distorts
the information carried by market prices and leads to inefficiency and coercion.

Communitarianism

Communitarianism critiques liberal individualism for treating people as atomized, disconnected agents.
Thinkers like Alasdair Maclntyre, Michael Sandel, and Charles Taylor argue that community shapes identity:
you can't understand what a person values or who they are apart from the social groups, traditions, and
relationships they belong to.

o Shared values matter for justice. Abstract universal principles (like Rawls' veil of ignorance) strip away
exactly the things that make moral reasoning meaningful. Justice must be rooted in the particular
traditions and commitments of actual communities.

e Communitarians support policies that strengthen social ties, arguing that rights must be balanced
against responsibilities to the common good. This doesn't necessarily mean opposing individual rights,
but it does mean that rights alone can't sustain a just society.

Egalitarianism

Egalitarianism treats equality as the baseline: a just society minimizes or eliminates unjustified social and
economic inequalities.

» Equal access to essentials like education, healthcare, and opportunity is a requirement of justice, not
merely charity. The question is what kind of equality matters most. Some egalitarians focus on equal
outcomes, others on equal opportunity, and still others (like Ronald Dworkin) on equality of resources.

e Eqgalitarians challenge "natural” inequalities, questioning whether differences in talent, family wealth,
or birth circumstances should translate into vastly unequal life prospects. If you didn't choose your
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advantages, why should you reap all the rewards?

Compare: Libertarianism vs. Egalitarianism: Both claim to respect individual dignity, but libertarians
prioritize freedom from interference (negative liberty) while egalitarians prioritize freedom to flourish
(positive liberty). This distinction is crucial for analyzing debates about welfare policy or progressive
taxation. A libertarian sees redistribution as coercion; an egalitarian sees extreme inequality as its
own form of unfreedom.

Distribution Questions: Who Gets What and Why?

These frameworks address how resources, opportunities, and benefits should be allocated across society. They
turn abstract principles into concrete policy criteria.

Distributive Justice

Distributive justice is the broad field concerned with the fair allocation of resources: how goods,
opportunities, and burdens should be divided among members of society.

« Competing principles offer different answers. Distribution by need prioritizes the worst-off.
Distribution by merit rewards effort and talent. Distribution by equality gives everyone the same share.
Distribution by market outcomes lets voluntary exchange determine who gets what. Each principle has
different implications for policy, and most real-world systems blend several of them.

» The central challenge is balancing individual rights with collective welfare. Should society reward
those who contribute most, or ensure that everyone has enough? Distributive justice doesn't give one
answer; it's the framework within which the debate happens.

Capabilities Approach

Developed by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, the capabilities approach shifts the metric of justice
away from income or utility. Instead, it asks: what are people actually able to do and be?

 Sen distinguishes between functionings (actual achievements, like being well-nourished or
participating in community life) and capabilities (the genuine freedom to achieve those things). Two
people might have the same income, but if one has a disability or faces discrimination, their real
freedom to live well is very different.

 This framework is especially relevant for disability rights and global development. It reveals that
equal resources don't guarantee equal opportunity if people differ in their ability to convert resources
into well-being. A wheelchair ramp costs money, but without it, equal access is an illusion.
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Compare: Capabilities Approach vs. Traditional Distributive Justice: Both address resource allocation,
but capabilities theory argues that measuring justice by income or resource shares misses the point.
What matters is whether social arrangements enable genuine human flourishing. This makes it a
powerful tool for analyzing policies where formal equality masks real disadvantage.

Responding to Wrongdoing: Punishment vs. Repair

These theories address what justice requires when harm has been done. They represent fundamentally
different visions of what "making things right" means.

Retributive Justice

Retributive justice holds that wrongdoers deserve to suffer consequences proportional to their offense.
Punishment is justified because the offender earned it, not because it deters future crime or rehabilitates
anyone.

e This is a backward-looking justification: it focuses on what the offender did, not on what outcomes
punishment might produce. The severity of punishment should match the severity of the wrong.

e Critics argue retributive justice can perpetuate cycles of harm, especially when applied without
attention to systemic factors like poverty or discrimination. If the system that produces crime is itself
unjust, punishing individuals without addressing root causes may compound injustice rather than
resolve it.

Restorative Justice

Restorative justice shifts the focus from punishment to repair. When harm occurs, the goal is healing through
dialogue, reconciliation, and accountability rather than incarceration.

e The process involves all stakeholders: victims, offenders, and community members participate in
determining how to address the wrongdoing. Victims get a voice that traditional criminal proceedings
often deny them.

e The aim is to restore relationships and reintegrate offenders into the community. This challenges the
assumption that punishment alone achieves justice. Real-world examples include victim-offender
mediation programs and truth and reconciliation commissions (such as South Africa's post-apartheid
process).
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Compare: Retributive vs. Restorative Justice: Both acknowledge that wrongdoing demands a
response, but they disagree on whether that response should inflict proportional suffering or repair
the harm done. For essays on criminal justice reform, this contrast provides your core analytical
framework. Ask yourself: is the goal to give offenders what they deserve, or to make victims and

communities whole?

Concept

Utilitarianism

Rawls' Theory of
Justice

Social Contract Theory

Libertarianism

Communitarianism

Egalitarianism

Capabilities Approach

Distributive Justice

Retributive Justice

Restorative Justice

Quick Reference Table

Core Principle

Maximize aggregate welfare

Procedural fairness via the veil of ignorance

Legitimacy through consent

Individual rights and minimal state

Community, shared values, tradition

Minimize unjustified inequality

Human flourishing and real freedom

Fair allocation of resources

Proportional punishment as moral desert

Repair harm through dialogue and
accountability

Key Thinkers

Bentham, Mill

Rawls

Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau

Nozick, Hayek

MacIntyre, Sandel, Taylor

Dworkin, and others

Sen, Nussbaum

(broad field, multiple
thinkers)

(traditional framework)

(practice-based movement)

Self-Check Questions
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1. Both Rawls' theory and social contract theory rely on hypothetical agreements. What distinguishes
Rawls' "veil of ignorance" from earlier contract approaches, and why does this matter for the principles
that result?

2. Allibertarian and an egalitarian both claim to value individual freedom. How would each define freedom
differently, and what policy disagreements follow from this difference?

3. Compare retributive and restorative justice: what assumptions about the purpose of justice lead each
theory to different conclusions about how to respond to crime?

4. 1f a policy increases overall economic growth but widens inequality, how would a utilitarian, a Rawlsian,
and a capabilities theorist each evaluate it?

5. Why might a communitarian argue that both libertarianism and egalitarianism make the same
fundamental mistake about human nature? What alternative does communitarianism offer?
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