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Abstract  

Unlike those who interpret Rawls's theory of justice as an expression of an individualistic 

conception of autonomy and that would have as a central concern to guarantee 

individual’s negative freedom, the purpose of this article is to show that the conception of 

social justice of Rawls is based on a plural conception of liberty (“the basic liberties”) 

which seeks to assure to all citizens the institutional, material and intersubjective 

conditions for self-realization and mutual autonomy in social cooperation. The article 

argues that this interpretation of Rawls opens new possibilities for thinking a critical 

theory of justice concerned with the vulnerabilities related to the autonomy of the citizens 

as moral persons. 
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 It has become a commonplace to say that the normative essence of liberalism is to 

guarantee the autonomy of individuals and that consequently the task of a theory of 

justice is to make that the basic structure of society be arranged so as to reduce the 

vulnerabilities related to that autonomy to a socially acceptable minimum. For many 

critics, liberalism fails in its primary mission in not being able to take into account the 

several threats to autonomy and ends up underestimating the vulnerabilities which the 

individuals are subjected to in their social life. The typical argument is that liberalism 

advocates a too individualistic conception of autonomy and freedom, which leads to a 

misleading idealization of individuals as self-reliant and self-confident, and therefore 

cannot properly interpret the requirements of social justice, not considering the needs, 

vulnerabilities and interdependence of individuals. To address this issue, some critics of 

liberalism propose to expand the demands of social justice according to an expanded 

conception of autonomy, leading to beyond the institutional and material circumstances 

of autonomy, considering that it is a capacity that exists only in the context of social 

relations thaupport autonomy and only in conjunction with the internal sense of what it 

means to be autonomous (HONNETH and ANDERSON, 2005, p.127). The central idea 

of this conception of autonomy is that the persons to act autonomously they must be able 

to maintain certain positive attitudes about themselves (self-confidence, self-esteem and 
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self-respect), which depend on processes of social interaction and successful 

interpersonal recognition.  

 This type of deficiency, pointed out by several communitarians theorists and 

feminist authors, achieves a significant portion of liberal theorists. However, it does not 

seem to do justice to the concept of justice developed by Rawls, who, as pointed by 

Honneth and Anderson has "impressive resources" to deal with the intersubjective 

dimensions of autonomy. This becomes more evident if we follow the discussion of 

Rawls on self-respect: "for it makes sense for the parties to include the basic 

intersubjective good of self-respect in their deliberations over the basic structure of a just 

society only if they have already understand that the conception and the pursuit of their 

life-plans depends fundamentally on the esteem of others (HONNEHT and ANDERSON, 

2005, p. 142).
1
 

The objective of this paper is to show that the very conception of basic liberties is 

justified from the social bases of self-respect
2
, which prevents Rawls's theory of justice 

being framed in the stereotypical view of liberalism as an advocate of negative liberty 

and private autonomy of individuals. With this relation between basic liberties and social 

bases of self-respect I think that we can point out new ways to developing, in the political 

liberalism, a critical theory of justice concerned with the vulnerabilities regarded to the 

autonomy of the citizens as moral persons that take into account the central question of a 

theory of justice: to eliminate the arbitrariness of the social and political relations of 

domination. 

                                                 
1
 HONNETH and ANDERSON (2005, p.142) rightly intend to claim to improve the basic approach of 

Rawls and not to deviate from it. They Suggest three reviews in Rawls's model to accommodate the 

concept of autonomy based on the recognition: 1) it needs to be more open to considerations based on what 

we know about human beings; 2) it needs to address more fully the ways in which the infrastructure of the 

recognition of a society can make individual autonomy unacceptably vulnerable; and 3) it must be admitted 

that the emphasis in social relationships of recognition requires a distance from purely distributional issues. 

To see if Honneth and Anderson actually to distance themselves from the concept of Rawls, cf. the 

excellent article of BANKOVISKY (2011). 
2
 It is important to keep in mind that the self-respect not only plays this role in Rawls's theory of justice. In 

addition to the justification of basic liberties, Rawls uses the notion of self-respect to strengthen the 

argument of stability. Rawls “argues that justice as fairness is a stable conception of justice because it 

cultivates and supports individual’s self-respect in the most reliable way. As a result, individuals in a 

society organized by his principles of justice will be psychologically disposed and motivated to uphold 

those principles and institutional arrangements that have so effectively underwritten their sense of self-

worth” (ZINK, 2011, p. 331-332). 
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Unlike a more traditional liberalism, the theory of justice Rawls articulates 

different dimensions of liberty, in a manner that one is not subordinate to another. In the 

formulation of Rawls, the determination of the appropriate system of fundamental 

liberties cannot be thought of as having the function to maximize an absolute value 

(liberty as such), but rather it is to justify a set of fundamental liberties necessary for a 

proper development of reasonable and rational capacities of the autonomous person, as a 

full member of a democratic society. 

In the VIII Lectures of Political Liberalism (1993), Rawls states that he was led to 

modify his account of freedom from the criticism that has been made by Hart in the 

article Rawls on Liberty and its priority (1975). Hart pointed out two major flaws in 

Rawls’s argument: 1) the reasons why the parties in the original position would adopt the 

basic liberties and would agree with his priority were not sufficiently explicit in A Theory 

of Justice, 2) when the principles of justice are applied in the constitutional, legislative 

and judicial stages, it is not provided a sufficient criterion for how basic liberties must be 

specified and adjusted to each other when the social circumstances of a society are known. 

Rawls intends to correct these two flaws, making the argument for the two principles of 

justice more precise, showing how basic liberties and the reasons for its priority can be 

justified from the conception of citizens as free and equal persons together with an 

explanation of basic goods and a certain conception of social cooperation.  

To give a consistent response to Hart, Rawls begins by reformulating the 

principles of justice and clarifying which concept of person is on the basis of his 

conception of justice. The two principles are replaced by the following wording: 

 

 “a. Each person has an equal right to a fully adequate scheme of equal basic liberties 

which is compatible with a similar scheme of liberties for all. 

b. Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions. First, they must be 

attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of 

opportunity; and second, they must be to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged 

members of society” (RAWLS, 1993, p. 291)  

 The change occurs mainly in the first principle, where the expression "more 

cextensive total system", in the first formulation of the principle A Theory of Justice, is 
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replaced by "a fully adequate system,", and is also inserted "to be" before the word 

"compatible". The purpose of this reformulation is to show precisely that "no priority is 

assigned to liberty as such, as if the exercise of something called 'liberty' has a 

preeminent value and is the main if not the sole end of political and social justice" 

(RAWLS, 1993, p. 291-292). If so, the political liberalism of Rawls would be equal to the 

others ethical-political liberalisms which advocate some kind of comprehensive moral 

ideal.  

The political liberalism of Rawls is not comprehensive just by the manner in 

which it explains the basic liberties. Rawls provides a list of these equal basic liberties in 

the first principle of justice: freedom of thought and conscience, political liberties and 

freedom of association, as well as the liberties specified by the liberty and integrity of the 

person, and finally, the rights and liberties encompassed by the rule of law, not assigning 

or justifying any form of hierarchy between them. What matters is the formation and 

institutionalization of a system of liberties, which to some extent remains undetermined 

with regard the combination of several conflicting liberties. By saying that it does not 

give any priority to liberty as such, Rawls argues that his interpretation of fundamental 

liberties follows the tradition of democratic thought, whose focus has always been 

directed "on achieving certain specific liberties and constitutional guarantees, as found, 

for example, in various bills of rights and declarations of the rights of man "(RAWLS, 

1993, p. 292). Because it cannot be avoided the conflict among the various types of 

fundamental liberties, it is necessary that the institutional rules that define these liberties 

should be adjusted so that they fit into a coherent system of liberties, equally guaranteed 

to all citizens; a system that must be open to review and change as the necessary social 

conditions for its lasting exercise are changed, respecting the sphere of application of 

each liberty.
3
  

Rawls will continue to maintain the thesis of the priority of liberty in the sense 

that a liberty can only be restricted or denied in the name of another or other fundamental 

liberties, and never by considerations of general welfare or perfectionist values. Since the 

                                                 
3
 This indeterminacy and conflict among liberties are solved not by the theory but by the political power, 

exercised according to a liberal principle of legitimacy based on public reason (WERLE, 2011). 
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fundamental liberties can be only limited when they clash with each other, none of them 

can be considered absolute.  

To justify the priority of basic liberties, Rawls clarifies the concept of person that 

is on the basis of political liberalism. In addition to being viewed as free and equal 

citizens, people are seen as citizens who have two moral powers (or capabilities): the 

sense of justice and the capacity to form, seek and review a rational conception of the 

good. The list of basic liberties suggested by Rawls represents the social conditions 

essential for the adequate development and full exercise of those two capacities of the 

person for a lifetime, and they are fundamental to developing a sense of personal 

independence and a sense of self-respect. 

But how to justify the idea of person itself? Certainly, there are many aspects of 

our nature that could be considered significant to characterize human nature: the homo 

politicus, the homo economicus, the homo faber. What justifies the concept of a person 

adopted by Rawls is the very purpose of justice as fairness: “the aim is to work out a 

conception of political and social justice which is congenial to the most deep-seated 

convictions and traditions of a modern democratic state. The point of doing this is to see 

whether we can resolve the impasse in our recent political history; namely, that there is 

no agreement on the way basic social institutions should be arranged if they are to 

conform to the freedom and equality of citizens as persons” (RAWLS, 1993, p. 300). 

With this purpose, the concept of person is justified in two ways: as an intuitive idea 

present in the public political culture of a constitutional democracy and as an idea of 

practical reason.
4
 The concept of a person is considered as part of a conception of 

                                                 
4
 The political constructivism “says that once, if ever, reflective equilibrium is attained, the principles of 

political justice (content) may be represented as the outcome of a certain procedure of construction 

(structure). In this procedure, as modeled by the original position, rational agents, as representatives of 

citizens and subject to reasonable conditions, select the public principles of justice to regulate the basic 

structure of society. This procedure, we conjecture, embodies all the relevant requirements of practical 

reason an shows how the principles of justice follow from the principles of practical reason in union with 

conceptions of society and person, themselves ideas of practical reason” (RAWLS, 1993, p. 89-90).In 

another passage, Rawls reinforces this idea: “Let us say, then, that the conceptions of society and person, 

and the public role of principles of justice, are ideas of practical reason. Not only do they assume a form 

that practical reason requires for its application, but they provide the context within which practical 

questions and problems arise. (...) Without the ideas of society and person, conceptions of the right and the 

good have no place. They are as basic as the ideas of judgment and inference, and the principles of practical 

reason” (RAWLS, 1993, p. 110) These passages indicate that historical anchoring of Kant dimension does 

not yield a conservative and contextual conception of justice, or a kind of realist conception of morality. 

Rawls explicitly opposes himself to moral realism. The Kantian constructivism holds that moral objectivity 
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political and social justice; it says how citizens should view themselves and each other in 

their political and social relations, in the manner specified by the basic structure of 

society. This is the first object of justice, and it covers, as we saw, the main social 

institutions - the constitution, the economic system, the legal order, the specification of 

the property and related, and how these institutions are combined to form a system. What 

is proper to the basic structure is that it provides the framework for a self-sufficient 

cooperation for all essential purposes of human life, these goals achieved by the large 

number of associations and groups within that framework. 

Therefore, the focus of justice as fairness rests directly on real concrete persons 

and not just on person as rational abstract individuals guided by their preferences. The 

basic structure of a society as the subject of the theory should have as is aim to make 

persons capable of being normal and fully cooperating members of society. The capacity 

for social cooperation is seen as crucial, since it adopts the basic structure as the first 

object of justice. For persons to be seen this way, Rawls assigns them, as we saw, two 

moral powers - the sense of justice (the willingness to follow the principles of justice and 

giving and receiving reasons to justify them) and the conception of the good (to form, 

revise and pursue some rational plan of life). The development of these two moral powers 

is a necessary and sufficient condition for someone to be considered a full and equal 

member in a democratic society. These two moral powers are the basis of an equal 

citizenship, which implies that people can effectively participate in social cooperation 

toward mutual advantage, but based on mutual respect, with the will to respect the fair 

and appropriate terms of social cooperation. 

Thus, "the problem of specifying the basic liberties and grounding they priority 

can be seen as the problem of determining appropriate fair terms of cooperation on the 

basis of mutual respect" (RAWLS, 1993, p. 303). Until the religious wars of the sixteenth 

                                                                                                                                                 
must be understood according to a social point of view properly constructed, so that everyone could accept. 

Out off the construction procedure of the principles of justice, there are no moral facts. As stated above, 

this procedure is designed according to the ideas of society and persons who are both ideas of practical 

reason - and as such, indispensable assumptions in the formation of impartial moral judgment - and 

intuitive ideas implicit in the political culture of modern democratic societies. Therefore, it seems that 

Rawls has in mind a complex procedure of justification that aims to gather, in the basis of a fundamental 

idea of a society as a equal system of social cooperation between free and equal moral person, a “dialectic” 

interdependence between the moral point of view of what is good for everyone and the point of view of 

what is good for us. It is an attempt to show that the principles of justice can be justified “at all levels of 

generality.” Cf. WERLE (2008). 
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and seventeenth centuries, these equitable terms were very restricted: social cooperation 

based on mutual respect was considered impossible among those who professed a 

different faith or different conception of the good. As we know, liberalism is born in this 

context with the development of various arguments in favor of religious tolerance. In the 

XIX century, with Constant, Tocqueville and Mill, liberal political morality was 

enhanced in view of the context of the modern democratic state at birth. One of the 

central assumptions of liberalism "is that equal citizens have different and indeed 

incommensurable and irreconcilable conceptions of the good. In a modern democratic 

society the existence of such diverse ways of life is seen as a normal condition which can 

only be removed by the autocratic use of state power. (RAWLS, 1993, p. 303).  

The liberal political morality accepts such pluralism of conceptions of the good as 

a fact of the modern life and considers it as something desirable since the plurality can be 

accommodated in a system of equal basic liberties so the many benefits of human 

diversity can been realized. A theory of justice should provide justified principles in a 

reasonable and public manner so that "the social union is no longer founded on a 

conception of the good as given by a common religious faith or philosophical doctrine, 

but on a shared public conception of justice appropriate to the conception of citizens in a 

democratic state as free and equal persons "(RAWLS, 1993, p. 304). The political ideal to 

be realized in the social world is the full autonomy of citizens: "full autonomy includes 

not only this capacity to be rational but also the capacity to advance our conception of the 

good in ways consistent with honoring the fair terms of social cooperation, that is, the 

principles of justice "(RAWLS, 1993, p. 306). 

As we know, Rawls elaborates a complex procedure of justification that 

encompasses different levels of generality to justify the choice of principles of justice: the 

process of deliberation and choice of principles in the original position and the method of 

reflective equilibrium whose apex is the overlapping consensus. But more than a 

procedure, Rawls introduces substantive elements in the justification of principles: the 

primary goods (or basic goods). "The main idea is that primary goods are singled out by 

asking which things are generally necessary conditions and all-purpose means to enable 

persons to pursue their determinate conceptions of the good and to develop and exercise 

their two moral powers" (RAWLS, 1993, p. 307). The primary goods are: a) the basic 



 8 

liberties as essential and necessary institutional conditions for the full and well informed 

development and exercise of the two moral powers of citizens; they are essential for the 

protection of a wide range of specific concepts of the good; b) freedom of movement and 

choice of occupation in a context of varied opportunities that allow one to perform 

various purposes and the possibility of carrying out a decision to revise them and change 

them, as whished, c) the powers and prerogatives of important social positions and public 

offices, which give opportunities for the development of various social skills and the 

autonomy of the self; d) income and wealth, understood as multipurpose ways needed to 

perform directly or indirectly a great variety of purposes, whatever they may be; e) the 

social bases of self-respect, which include those aspects of basic institutions generally 

essential to the citizens to develop a strong sense of their own value as persons, and for 

they been able to develop and to exercise their moral capacities and to promote their 

goals and purposes with self-confidence. 

Rawls’s argument is that "the basic liberties are indeed primary goods" (RAWLS, 

1993, p. 309), and its importance is justified as formal and material conditions necessary 

for the development of the full autonomy of the citizens as free and equal moral persons. 

In other words, fundamental liberties and its priority and the fair value of political 

liberties are justified in view of its importance in the development of the two moral 

powers that characterize the free and equal citizens of a democratic society and, thus, 

they are the fundamentals elements to stabilizing a fair social cooperation. 

 What I would like to highlight in this argument about basic liberties and its 

priority as social bases for the self-respect is that Rawls is not thinking justice only as a 

redistributive issue, but mainly as the institutional, material and intersubjective conditions 

and relations necessary as the social bases for the developing of the personal self-respect. 

Fundamental liberties play an important role in promoting self-respect, a key element to 

explain how individuals acquire an internal sense of their autonomy.
5
 Rawls defines self-

respect from two aspects: “First ... it includes a person's sense of his own value, his 

secure conviction that his conception of his good, his plan of life is worth carrying out. 

And second, self-respect implies confidence in one's ability, so far as it is within one's 

                                                 
5
 A series of interpreters has highlighted the supporting role of self-respect in Rawls’s theory of justice. Cf. 

COHEN, 1989; KEAT and MILLER, 1974; MASSEY, 1983; MILLER, 1978; NIELSON, 1979; ZAINO, 

1998; EYAL, 2005; SHUE, 1975. 
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power, to fulfill one's intentions” (RAWLS, 2003, p. 386). It is based on our self-

confidence as fully cooperating members of the society, providing a secure sense of self-

worth, a firm conviction that it is worth seeking carrying out its own conception of the 

good. It depends on and is supported by certain public characteristics of basic social 

institutions, on how they work together and how people are expected to accept, to 

consider and treat each other in these arrangements. This because the sense of our own 

value, as well as our self-confidence depends on the respect and reciprocity that others 

have shown to us, weil “unless we feel our endeavors are respected by them, it is difficult 

if not impossible for us to maintain the conviction that ours ends are worth advancing 

"(RAWLS, 2003, p. 155-56). 

Rawls explains that even at the most fundamental level individuals require the 

approval of others: self-respect is built primarily on early childhood, when parents state 

the value of their children when expressing the desire to nurture and encourage their 

activities (RAWLS, 2003, p. 406). In the broader context of social institutions, we 

measured the recognition of others to our personality with reference on the status or our 

place in social cooperation. As it is impossible to ensure the self-respect of individuals by 

the equal status at all possible levels, Rawls argues that, in a first level, the equal 

distribution of rights and fundamental liberties provides equal status that satisfy the need 

for self-respect in the most fundamental scope: “the basis of self-respect in a just society 

is not then one's income share but the publicity affirmed distribution of fundamental 

rights and liberties. And this distribution being equal, everyone has a similar and secure 

status when they meet to conduct common affairs of the wider society. No one is inclined 

to look beyond the constitutional affirmation of equality further political ways of securing 

his status. Nor, on the other hand, are men disposed to acknowledge a less than equal 

liberty.” (RAWLS, 2003, p. 477).  

Rawls’s bet is that equal liberties enable the creation of a rich and diverse 

associative environment in which individuals can grow and gain confidence in their 

abilities and skills, a necessary part of having a secure sense of their own value. In short, 

the fundamental equal liberties as the purpose to guarantee the social and political 

conditions that make it possible for citizens to express their mutual respect for each other 

as reasonable and trustworthy individuals, as well as their recognition of the value that all 
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citizens attribute to their own lifestyle. They serve to the public common purpose of 

ensuring justice to every citizen, as a free and equal person, on a basis of mutual respect, 

making the bonds of reciprocity extend to the society as a whole. 

But, of course, the fundamental liberties are not mere formality. The conception 

of justice as fairness is concerned, especially in the second principle, with the necessary 

material means for citizens to effectively use their equal liberties and realize their life 

plans. Many argued, mainly radical democrats and socialists, that although it may seem 

that the citizens are effectively equal, the social and economic inequalities are too much 

large, and those with greater wealth and responsibility can control the political and social 

power for their own benefit. 

It is precisely because Rawls has in view this kind of asymmetry in the effective 

use of the liberties that he distinguishes between fundamental liberties and the value of 

liberty. Fundamental liberties specify the rights and institutional duties among the 

citizens. Obviously, the lack of information, poverty and lack of material means generally 

prevent people from exercising their rights and taking advantage of these possibilities. 

They are factors that affect the value of liberty, that is, the use that people make from 

their liberties. Although fundamental liberties are the same for all citizens, the value of 

liberty is not the same for everyone. To make the use of liberties more effective, Rawls 

gives special attention to the domain of political self-determination. Only political 

liberties deserve special treatment by Rawls, "by including in the first principle of justice 

the guarantee that the political liberties, and only these liberties are secured by what I 

have called their “fair value” (RAWLS, 1993 , p. 327), in the sense that all citizens have 

a fair opportunity to hold a public office and to influence the outcome of political 

decisions. 

The main purpose of the ensure of the fair value of political liberties is to 

guarantee “for each citizen a fair and roughly equal access to the use of a public facility 

designed to serve a definite political purpose, namely, the public facility specified by the 

constitutional rules and procedures which govern the political process and control the 

entry to positions of political authority” (RAWLS, 1993, p. 328). Since we consider the 

peculiar role of the political process in determining the laws and policies that should 

regulate the basic structure, it becomes more evident to Rawls that political liberties 
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should be the object of special guarantee of the equal value. Of course, Rawls is not 

saying that the political life and participation of everybody in self-government are 

considered prominent goods for fully autonomous citizens. The valorization of the 

political participation itself is a conception of the good among others. What matters to 

Rawls is the idea of a system of equal basic liberties. “The guarantee of fair value for the 

political liberties is included in the first principle of justice because it is essential in order 

to establish just legislation and also to make sure that the fair political process specified 

by the constitution is open to everyone on the basis of rough equality”. (RAWLS, 1993, 

p.330). 

The fundamental liberties specify the common and guaranteed status of equal 

citizens in a well orderly democratic society. “Liberty is a certain pattern of social forms” 

(RAWLS, 2003, p. 86). It is produced by the social, political and legal institutions of a 

society. The emphasis is on the organization of a fair and free society. According to a 

suggestion made by Albrecht WELLMER (1996), the understanding that Rawls has of 

the realization of liberty is very close to the way that Hegel understands the realization of 

the idea of liberty in the Philosophy of Right. Since the primary object of justice is the 

basic structure of the society - including, as we saw earlier, the institutions of family, 

property, the market and the rule of law - we can see in the political liberalism of Rawls, 

a conception of justice that covers the various dimensions or moments of realization of a 

universal conception of common liberty that would be concretized in a democratic ethics 

life. It covers different spheres of self-realizations of human beings. But unlike Hegel, for 

Rawls, the passage of abstract right to real ethical life would be more democratic, since 

the principle of equal liberty leads directly to a principle of equal rights of political 

participation and public deliberation. 

In this sense, the issue of a theory of justice does not seem to be restricted only to 

the distribution of some goods for ethical self-realization of individuals that ensure the 

satisfaction of their basic needs and wants. The main object of a theory of justice is the 

deep basic structure of the society that produces and reproduces the needs and 

vulnerabilities of the persons. Therefore, the task of a theory of justice is to make that the 

basic structure of society itself assures that the persons have a real chance to define 

socially and politically their life in common. Therefore, the central issue of justice is also 
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the issue of social and political power. It is not about to know which "goods" should be 

rightfully distributed to whom and under whatever reasons, but also to see how goods are 

socially produced and who and how the rules of their distribution are defined (FORST, 

2011). By taking the basic structure of the society (the main social, economic and 

political institutions) as the subject of justice, Rawls puts at the center of his theory of 

justice the political issue about who and how the structure of production and distribution 

of goods are determinated, and how the public justification of power (or social and 

political domination) take place in the democratic societies. 

The focus of a critical theory of justice that avoids both the overly abstract 

character oblivious to the context and the particularism of a conception of a good life 

obsessed by the context, need to consider the needs and demands which may arise from 

the contexts of socialization of the individuals and that can be publicly justified according 

to reciprocally and universally acceptable reasons in different normative contexts. This is 

a far more practical task than a theoretical task, which implies in an irreducible moment 

of autonomy in all relations of justification. It could be said that to be a person who has 

the right to justification is another constituent element of the social bases of self-respect. 

So, the core issue of a critical theory of justice is not to promote ethical self-realization or 

ensure negative individual autonomy for individuals, but rather to make that the basic 

structure of society does not arbitrarily determine the lives of the persons. It seems that 

this is the main concern that underlies the political liberalism of Rawls: justice has 

nothing to do with the directly promotion of the good life, but with the primacy of basic 

liberties in the organization of the basic structure of the society that guarantees that 

persons are not subjected to internal and external vulnerabilities related to they autonomy, 

the basic liberties that provide, among others, the social bases of self-respect.  
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