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Ethics between John Rawls and Amartya Sen

Assist Prof.Dr. wafa Kazem Ali Rahim
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Summary:

This study raises both an ethical and a political question: what makes a
social system a just arrangement? Is justice grounded in the fairness of rules and
institutions that distribute means—such as resources, rights, and opportunities—
among individuals, or does it lie in the fairness of outcomes that translate these
means into real freedoms ?

The research discusses the concept of justice in the philosophy of John
Rawls (1921-2002) through a hypothetical contractual test known as the “ original
position ” or the “ veil of ignorance. ” It then explains Rawls’s metric of evaluation -
primary goods - along with the priority of basic liberties and the difference principle .
The discussion then turns to Amartya Sen (born 1933) as a critic of Rawls’s theory of
justice, arguing that it is centered on means or declared welfare. Sen introduces his
distinction between functionings and capabilities, as well as his conception of the
essence of freedom and the removal of remediable injustice .

The comparison demonstrates that Rawls provides a solid and robust
standard for legitimacy and stability within a pluralistic constitutional society . In
contrast, Sen offers more precise tools for measuring deprivation experienced by the
poor across multiple dimensions, and for guiding policies from equality of means
toward equality of capabilities - that is , fair opportunities for all according to their

circumstances.
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