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I. 

Major works of philosophy are not easy to read. Try curling up with Kant's Critique of Pure Reason or Aristotle's Metaphysics some evening. But political philosophy, with its combination of theoretical and worldly ambitions, often aims to be more accessible, and it has produced rhetorical masterpieces in the writings of Hobbes, Hume, and Rousseau. The writings of John Rawls, whom it is now safe to describe as the most important political philosopher of the twentieth century, are very different. They owe their influence to the fact that their depth and their insight repay the close attention that their uncompromising theoretical weight and erudition demand. 

Rawls is the most unworldly of social and political philosophers. His life has been devoted to reflection, teaching, and writing about the problem of how human beings whose interests and values put them into potential conflict can inhabit with decency a common world. There is never a breath of personal information in his published work, except for generous expressions of thanks to students and colleagues for their intellectual contributions. But those who know him are aware of the personal significance of his dominant concerns, which have always been the injustices associated with race, class, religion, and war. 

Rawls is an upper-class southerner by origin, whose heroes are Abraham Lincoln and Immanuel Kant, figures whom he has studied all his life. His own life has been much more like Kant's than Lincoln's, but Lincoln serves as his point of reference for the engagement between the hope of justice and the nearly overwhelming obstacles of the real world. Black slavery is Rawls's paradigm of injustice, and in his view it is a test for moral theories that they must explain its injustice in the right way--not merely by pointing out, for example, that its benefit to the slaveholders is outweighed by its cost to the slaves. Injustice is not mere inefficiency, not even extreme inefficiency. 

Rawls's concern with social and economic inequality is not unusual in a contemporary political philosopher, though he is far more egalitarian than most. Yet his concern with religion, born of a vivid sense of the importance of religion in human life and of the historical crimes committed in its name, sets him apart. Though his work is entirely secular, he has, I think, a religious temperament. He understands both the power and the danger of the aspiration to transcendence, with its capacity to overwhelm worldly constraints. 

Rawls was an infantryman in the Pacific during World War II, and his sense of the world is strongly marked by having seen in his time the deadly fanaticism of the Japanese army, the murderous romanticism of the Nazis (he startlingly describes Hitler's world view as "in some perverse sense, religious"), and the calculated massacre of civilians by the allies in Tokyo, Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and Dresden. The continuing capacity of human beings to be led to prodigies of cruelty and destruction for which they are prepared to offer justifications--from the Inquisition to the Holocaust--is always in the background of Rawls's thought about the conditions of liberal civilization. He is not a pessimist, but his hopes for peace and justice are not based on a blindness to the darkest possibilities of human nature. Thus he writes: 

The evils of the Inquisition and the Holocaust are not unrelated. Indeed, it seems clear that without Christian anti-semitism over many centuries--especially harsh in Russia and Eastern Europe--the Holocaust would not have happened. That Hitler's ‘redemptive anti-Semitism’ strikes us as demonic madness--how could anyone believe such fantasies--doesn't change this fact.

Yet we must not allow these great evils of the past and present to undermine our hope for the future of our society as belonging to a society of liberal and decent peoples around the world. Otherwise, the wrongful, evil, and demonic conduct of others destroys us too and seals their victory.

In 1995, Rawls suffered the first of several strokes, and he is now no longer able to work; but by a determined effort he managed by 1998 to complete the final, expanded version of his essay, "The Law of Peoples," which contains some of his strongest published expressions of feeling (such as the passage just quoted), and also to revise the accompanying essay on "public reason," his closing statement on the central concept of political liberalism. These are the final products of a remarkably pure and concentrated career, which can now be surveyed in the three books under review. His only other major work is Political Liberalism, which appeared in 1993. An edition of his lectures on Kant, Hume, Hegel, and Leibniz is now in preparation. 

II. 

As is always the case with philosophy, Rawls's direct influence is almost entirely intellectual. Even political philosophy, when it has an impact on the world, affects the world only indirectly, through the gradual penetration, usually over generations, of questions and arguments from abstruse theoretical writings into the consciousness and the habits of thought of educated persons, and from there into political and legal argument, and eventually into the structure of alternatives among which political and practical choices are actually made. 

Rawls is read by economists, political scientists, and legal academics as well as by philosophers, and he is a staple of the undergraduate curriculum. But this is still the world of ideas and not the world of practice. In any case, he is self-consciously ahead of his time, engaged in what he calls "realistic utopianism," or the imagination of human possibilities which, when properly described, will give us something to aim at.

Rawls has influenced the world for which he writes as much through the opposition that his thought has aroused as through the converts that it has made. The positions that he has developed and defended, and the problems that he has posed, define a large area of controversy that was relatively barren before he occupied it. All those who now take it for granted that it is possible to engage in rational argument over issues of right and wrong, justice and injustice, are in Rawls's debt for having imbued those topics with a substantiality and a structure that they had lost in the first half of this century, through the combined influences of Marxism and logical positivism, both of which in different ways were skeptical about the reality of moral questions. 

The course of Rawls's career can be followed clearly in the Collected Papers, whose twenty-seven chapters span forty-eight years. It is striking how slowly and deliberately he began. Rawls was born in 1921, and his first article was published in 1951, his second in 1955, and his third in 1958. The latter publication, "Justice as Fairness," presents the basic idea of his contractualist theory; in the next decade there came six more essays that worked out the conception that would finally appear in 1971 as A Theory of Justice. 

One of the most important elements of Rawls's outlook, his moral realism, is expressed in his first publication, a paper called "Outline of a Decision Procedure for Ethics." Moral realism is the conviction that moral questions at least sometimes have objectively correct answers, even if it is difficult to discover them. Rawls seems always to have been convinced that, whatever the difficulties of providing a semantic account of moral language or a metaphysical account of moral truth, morality was a real subject that we could think about and discuss without having to settle those intractable meta-ethical questions. 

Rawls takes our moral convictions about particular cases to manifest deeper principles of which we may not be explicitly conscious, but which can be uncovered through investigation of a recognizably philosophical kind. Those principles must be tested against our considered convictions. Abstract principles, whatever their a priori plausibility, must not be permitted to sweep away concrete moral judgments too easily. He has always proceeded on the assumption that the reality of moral value does not depend on its reduction to anything else--to something more scientifically respectable, for example--and that we should not disregard the pretheoretical voice of conscience unless good reasons can be offered that are themselves firmly based in the deliverances of moral sensibility. This position is more fully expressed in "The Independence of Moral Theory," an essay of 1975. 

Yet Rawls's main subject has been not moral epistemology, but social justice; and he has given the topic the form that it has in contemporary discussion. The fundamental problem is this. Each person's prospects and opportunities in life are strongly influenced by the position into which he is born through no choice of his own: by his place in a political, social, and economic structure defined by the basic institutions of his society. This introduces a tremendous amount of luck into human life, but it is luck determined by institutions that are to some extent under human control. Being born the child of slaves or the child of slave-owners, the child of unskilled laborers or the child of wealthy entrepreneurs, is in a sense a matter of pure luck, but the institutions of slavery or capitalism are human creations. And so we can ask ourselves, as members of a society (and ultimately of a world order), whether the conditions for life-governing good and bad luck that our institutions create are morally acceptable. 

Rawls believes that we must ask ourselves this question, and that we must try to achieve a society whose deep structural inequalities are morally justifiable, so that we may be able to look each other in the face. Some inequalities of social status, economic resources, and political power are inevitable in any functioning and articulated society; but they have to be justified. Rawls's view of what it takes to justify a deep social inequality is severe, though this is not immediately apparent from the initial statement of his position in "Justice as Fairness": 

First, each person participating in a practice, or affected by it, has an equal right to the most extensive liberty compatible with a like liberty for all; and second, inequalities are arbitrary unless it is reasonable to expect that they will work out for everyone's advantage, and provided the positions and offices to which they attach, or from which they may be gained, are open to all. 

Most of Rawls's work has been devoted to the elaboration and defense of these two principles of justice. As stated here, their meaning is indeterminate, for two main reasons. First, it is not clear what is to be included in "liberty." If it includes unrestricted economic liberty, the result would be extreme economic laissez-faire; but that is not what Rawls has in mind. The equal liberties that he thinks justice requires are personal and civil liberties, and basic political rights; they do not include unrestricted freedom of contract and disposition of property, or freedom from taxation for redistributive purposes. 

Second, it is not clear what is meant by saying that inequalities must work out to everyone's advantage. The obvious question is, by comparison to what? Almost any social system, however unequal, will be to everyone's advantage compared to a Hobbesian state of nature with no social institutions or no government at all. Yet no social system, whatever its degree of equality or inequality, will be to everyone's advantage compared to every other possible social system. A strongly egalitarian system may be to the advantage of the have-nots compared to a less egalitarian system, but it will not be to the advantage of the haves and similarly, mutatis mutandis, for an inegalitarian system. 

Rawls answers this question with what is probably his most disputed substantive doctrine: the Difference Principle. In place of the indeterminate requirement that socioeconomic inequalities should be to everyone's advantage, he proposes that they are acceptable only if they cannot be eliminated without making the worst-off class even worse off. "The basic structure is perfectly just," he writes, "when the prospects of the least fortunate are as great as they can be." 

This solution first appeared in "Distributive Justice," an article of 1967, but it was prefigured by a remark in "Justice as Fairness." In describing the reasoning by which he believes that we would arrive at principles of justice, Rawls observes that "the restrictions which would so arise might be thought of as those a person would keep in mind if he were designing a practice in which his enemy were to assign him his place." This conception of the foundations of justice is highly distinctive, and it is of the first importance in understanding Rawls's outlook. 

It is in stark opposition to another conception, superficially similar, that might also claim the title of fairness: namely, that the requirements of social justice are those that a person would keep in mind if he were designing a practice in which his place was going to be assigned to him at random, so that he had an equal chance, so to speak, of being anybody. This thought experiment, unlike the one that Rawls proposes, would not encourage such strong priority to avoiding the worst that could happen to you (the so-called maximin principle of choice), and might favor instead a principle of maximizing the average welfare, balancing disadvantages to some against greater advantages to others, wherever they fall in the distribution of fortune. 

By giving strict priority to improving the situation of the least fortunate, Rawls opts for a radically egalitarian standard of social justice. This puts him, in politics, sharply to the left of center. At the same time, however, his insistence in the first principle on equal basic liberties that may not be infringed even for the purpose of promoting socioeconomic equality marks him clearly as belonging to the liberal tradition, in its social democratic form. 

III. 

The idea that principles of justice should be the product of an imaginary prior agreement, by persons deprived of knowledge of their actual social position, is a prominent part of Rawls's theory. Indeed, it is regarded by him as its foundation, though in my view it is much shakier than the substantive moral conception that it is supposed to support. Rawls's hypothetical social contract construction, which he calls the Original Position, asks what self-interested people would agree to as the standard for evaluation of the basic structure of society, if they knew nothing about where they would end up in the social order. (The combination of self-interest and ignorance requires them to consider the interests of everyone.) Rawls concludes that they would give priority to protecting themselves against the worst possibilities, and that this would result in the choice of his two principles rather than a utilitarian standard that would maximize average expectations, perhaps at the cost of allowing a bigger spread from the least fortunate to the most fortunate. 

There has been endless discussion of whether a person in the Original Position would be rational to choose as if his enemy were going to assign him his place in the resulting society. In my view, it does not really matter, because if Rawls is wrong, and the rational thing would be to choose as if one were going to be assigned one's place by a giant roulette wheel, that only shows that the Original Position fails to express accurately Rawls's moral conception. 

The heart of that conception is the priority given to basic liberties, political and legal equality, decent material conditions of life, and bases of self-respect. Providing these things for everyone, including the least fortunate and the least competitive, takes strict priority in his theory over raising the general prosperity or the average welfare. Inequalities can be justified under such a system, but they cannot be justified because the advantages to the better-off outweigh the disadvantages to the worse-off: they have to be optimal for the worst off. 

Rawls's defense of this view has generated a fundamental debate in moral theory about how conflicts among the interests of different people should be resolved. His position is a direct challenge to the utilitarian answer and its modern version, cost-benefit analysis, according to which we should add up the pluses and the minuses and try to choose policies that produce the maximum amount of total benefit, aggregated from the advantages and the disadvantages to all persons affected. This method, Rawls has famously said, does not take seriously the distinction between persons. Trade-offs across lives should be avoided, and replaced by a system of priorities for the most serious needs and interests, even if this means improving the condition of a less fortunate minority before that of a more fortunate majority. 

Rawls believes that deep inequalities built into a social and economic structure that is sustained by the power of the state present the greatest potential for unfairness. While people retain some control over their lives through the choices that they make against the background of this structure, the influence of the structure itself dominates Rawls's moral conception. It offers people very different possibilities, depending on their sex, their race, their religion, the class of their parents, and their ability or inability to acquire skills that command desirable rewards. People are not responsible for these facts about themselves, and Rawls's ideal of justice would minimize the disadvantage to members of a society caused through the social structure by factors that are not their fault. 

The most controversial implication of Rawls's outlook is that differences in ability, to the extent that they have genetic sources, do not in themselves justify differences in reward. We may need differential rewards for the talented and the productive, to provide incentives on which the system runs, but that is their only justification. They may be justified, that is, because the less gifted would be worse off under a more leveling type of regime, since productivity and efficiency would drop. 

Rawls's conception of a just society is one of exceptional solidarity, in which the more fortunate are entitled to gain from the system only to the extent that this benefits the less fortunate. There is nothing intrinsically fair about the fact that people with scarce productive skills can command higher salaries than unskilled laborers who are a dime a dozen. His view is diametrically opposed to the common idea that people have a moral entitlement to what they can earn in a free market, and so redistributive taxation is taking away from them what is rightfully theirs. 

IV. 

When these views were set out at length in A Theory of Justice, the book was immediately given the full attention of an academic world hungry for serious, morally based political theory. Through students and younger colleagues Rawls had already had an influence in the direction of substantive moral thought, also provoked by the Vietnam War and domestic controversies over affirmative action, sexual freedom, and legalized abortion. His contribution was a large, intellectually rich theory--above all, a theory that had strong and highly contestable consequences. By showing that disagreements about how society should be ordered could be traced to differences in fundamental moral conceptions, he illuminated not only the views of those who agreed with him but also those of his opponents.

Oddly, the revised version of A Theory of Justice was completed in 1975 for the German translation, but this is its first appearance in English. There are some changes to the discussion of the principle of equal liberty, to clarify what it covers and why it has the priority that it does, and many small changes to the writing throughout, but there is no significant change of doctrine. What struck me were a few places where Rawls pulled down some rhetorical red flags that had attracted strong adverse reaction. Several examples occur in the section called "The Tendency to Equality." 

The first edition says: "We see then that the difference principle represents, in effect, an agreement to regard the distribution of natural talents as a common asset and to share in the benefits of this distribution whatever it turns out to be." This becomes, in the revised edition: "The difference principle represents, in effect, an agreement to regard the distribution of natural talents as in some respects a common asset and to share in the greater social and economic benefits made possible by the complementarities of this distribution." There is less of a handle here for the charge that Rawls thinks we all own each other. 

The first edition says: "No one deserves his greater natural capacity nor merits a more favorable starting place in society. But it does not follow that one should eliminate these distinctions. There is another way to deal with them." Rawls was evidently stung by Robert Nozick's retort, “And if there weren't ‘another way to deal with them’?” The revised edition has, in place of the last two sentences: "But, of course, this is no reason to ignore, much less to eliminate these distinctions." 

The first edition says: "Thus the more advantaged representative man cannot say that he deserves and therefore has a right to a scheme of cooperation in which he is permitted to acquire benefits in ways that do not contribute to the welfare of others." In the revised edition this is replaced by: "To be sure, the more advantaged have a right to their natural assets, as does everyone else; this right is covered by the first principle under the basic liberty protecting the integrity of the person. And so the more advantaged are entitled to whatever they can acquire in accordance with the rules of a fair system of social cooperation. Our problem is how this scheme, the basic structure of society, is to be designed." 

These changes forestall misinterpretation; but I will miss the more incautious originals. 

V. 

A great deal of the critical response to Rawls's book focused not on equality but on the foundations of liberal toleration and freedom. This depends on an issue that is at the heart of liberal theory, for whose form Rawls is largely responsible--namely, the relation between political values and more comprehensive values. Rawls places great weight on the fact that pluralism with regard to ultimate values is inevitable--religious disagreement being historically the most important form--and that the attempt to impose a single comprehensive value system on a society inevitably results in oppression. He believes that justice requires fairness not only in the distribution of material and social advantages, but also toward different conceptions of the good. So the contractors in the Original Position are deprived of information about their full conception of the good life, and they must choose principles in light of the possibility that they might be anything from religious ascetics to atheistic libertines. 

The result is a regime of toleration, with strong protections for the freedom of individuals and associations to pursue different ends in life. This is not, according to Rawls, a mere modus vivendi; it is a requirement of mutual respect. The sense of justice should lead us not to want to impose our own conception of the human good on others against their will, even if we have the political power to do it. We should want, instead, to base the justification of state coercion on a narrower set of purely political values, leaving the comprehensive values of religion and ultimate ends to voluntary communal and personal pursuit. 

This liberal position, according to which certain principles of right are prior to the good, has provoked the so-called communitarian objection, associated with Alasdair MacIntyre and Michael Sandel, according to which only a shared conception of the human good can justify a social order, and the kind of mutual respect based on fairness that Rawls proposes is not adequate to keep in check more comprehensive values, should they conflict. Whether such critics, with their nostalgia for a mythical past of harmonious communities, would be prepared to accept the coercive imposition of religious orthodoxy by a dominant majority is not always clear. But they do not think that it makes sense to expect adherents of a religion to accept a restriction on the use of state power simply because they would have agreed to it if they did not know what their religious convictions were. 

Much of Rawls's writing after A Theory of Justice, including Political Liberalism, has been about the special grounds needed for political justification against a background of value pluralism. The distinction between political values and comprehensive values is fundamental to Rawls's conception of pluralistic liberalism. It is not the distinction between values on which everyone agrees and others about which they disagree. Disagreements about justice are just as fierce and intractable as disagreements about religion. Rather, Rawls is making a distinction between disagreements that have to be fought out in determining the basic structure of society and the use of political power, and disagreements that can be left unsettled. The way to draw this boundary will itself be one of the most fundamental political disagreements of all. 

The extent to which political power can be insulated from religion, for example, has been one of the most important questions of political theory since the seventeenth century, and it continues to be hard fought to this day, especially outside the liberal West. Rawls believes that following the terrible wars of religion in Europe, the liberal tradition developed a conception of toleration that may have begun as a merely practical matter, but eventually expanded into an ideal of public reason, by which the collective use of political power was to be justified in a way that respected pluralism in ultimate beliefs about the ends of life. 

Political values and public reason, according to Rawls, form a sub-part of the total domain of values. While that sub-part contains plenty of disagreement, it is a space in which we are obliged to argue with one another and to try to convince one another--a space of attempted mutual justification--that implies toleration and pluralism outside it. 

Rawls thinks the respect for others as free and equal members of one's society--an idea of the right rather than an idea of the good--is a motive strong enough to hold more comprehensive values in check, and to limit them to the personal and voluntary associative sphere. This is not to be confused with the absurd notion that liberalism requires neutrality about values. On the contrary, Rawls's liberalism requires a strong commitment to the controversial claim that certain political values of freedom and equality take precedence over divergent conceptions of the human good, and that these conceptions should not be allowed to overthrow the political fundamentals. That is not value neutrality, it is a non-neutral claim about the correct hierarchy among values for the purpose of determining the basic structure of society. All this is discussed in a number of papers after A Theory of Justice, and set out with particular clarity in "The Idea of Public Reason Revisited." 

VI. 

In The Law of Peoples, Rawls takes an analogous approach to international relations--not, as one might expect, by applying his principles for justice among individuals to the world as a whole, but by seeking the analogue of freedom, equality, and mutual respect for entire societies in their relations to one another. This entails, in his interpretation, a degree of inter-societal toleration for differences in conceptions of justice, including some "decent" non-liberal conceptions. 

The tolerance has limits, and it does not extend to outlaw societies that violate the most basic human rights of their subjects or engage in aggression against their neighbors; but apart from that, it implies respect for sovereignty, standard requirements of customary international law, and laws of war that include protection for civilians. While it requires some aid to peoples in especially unfavorable conditions, it does not include an international analogue of the Difference Principle, because that kind of economic justice, he believes, can be collectively chosen and pursued only through political institutions with much fuller authority over the social and economic life of individuals than can or should exist internationally. 

Owing to the difference in its effect on interpersonal relations, Rawls is much less concerned about economic inequality between societies than within any given society. This has been a point of contention between him and some of his liberal critics, notably Charles Beitz and Thomas Pogge, who argue with some plausibility that individuals rather than peoples should be the morally relevant units when we think about global justice. 

Rawls believes that hope for the future of humanity resides in the spread of liberal democratic societies, which have so far fulfilled Kant's remarkable prediction that they will not go to war with one another, and have left behind the worst forms of domestic oppression. But it will have to happen gradually. The forcible imposition of liberal democracy, or of any one form of liberalism, is not in his view appropriate as an international goal, any more than the imposition of one comprehensive conception of the good, however reasonable, is appropriate as a national goal. "Enlightenment about the limits of liberalism," he says, "recommends trying to conceive a reasonably just Law of Peoples that liberal and nonliberal peoples could together endorse." This is the global analogue of a public political conception of justice. He believes such an international order is the best hope for evolution of the world in the direction of liberalism. But I find this degree of inter-societal toleration more plausible as a modus vivendi than as a moral ideal--otherwise it goes too far in subordinating the value of justice among individuals to the value of equal respect among societies. 

Rawls says that two ideas motivate the Law of Peoples. "The first is that the great evils of human history--unjust war, oppression, religious persecution, slavery, and the rest-- result from political injustice, with its cruelties and callousness. The second is that once political injustice has been eliminated ... these great evils will eventually disappear." He calls such a world a "realistic utopia," and regards its description as important quite apart from its foreseeable realization. "I believe that the very possibility of such a social order can itself reconcile us to the social world. The possibility is not a mere logical possibility, but one that connects with the deep tendencies and inclinations of the social world. For so long as we believe for good reasons that a self-sustaining and reasonably just political and social order both at home and abroad is possible, we can reasonably hope that we or others will someday, somewhere, achieve it." Some may find these sentiments too noble to bear, but they give the spirit in which John Rawls's life work has been carried out. 

