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Social vs. Political Philosophy

Political philosophy, like ethics, belongs to what is called (in German-speaking countries, that is) “practical
philosophy” (after the nd Critique), i.e. that part of philosophy which answers to normative questions.
Social philosophy, on the other hand, belongs to theoretical philosophy, as does meta-ethics (“what does it
mean to say of an action that it is good?”, e.g.) and meta-politics (“what does it mean to say of a society
that it is good?”, e.g.).

A typical question of social philosophy is whether a society is just a group / aggregate / set of individuals.
Social individualists, who are reductionists about such things as ‘societies’, answer in the affirmative, social
holists in the negative.

A typical question of political philosophy is whether a society should adopt a particular conception of the
good. Anti-liberalists answer in the affirmative, liberalists in the negative.

One way of making room for ‘upstream’ criticism is to assert the primacy of social to political philosophy:
if there is no such thing as a society, what do the questions of political philosophy speak about? Or, to
put it impressionistically (but perhaps better): who is the ‘we’ we talk about when we ask whether ‘we’
should agree on a common conception of the good? I and my friends, my neighbours, my fellow nationals,
my fellow permanent residents, my fellow humans, my fellow sentient beings? One way of making this
question stick to Rawls: who are the people we are supposed to agree with when projecting ourselves into
the original position: Chinese family entrepreneurs, refugees, future (and past?) generations?

Prima facie, we distinguish social from non-social things and, among social things, between institutional and
non-institutional social things, by example:

. non-social things: the tempest, the stone, Maria’s hair-colour, the sound of the door slammed shut,
hepathitis C, the avalanche, Mars and universal gravitation, chlorophyl, light, vagueness.

. social things: Jules’ right to vote, marriage, the brain-drain, the socialdemocrats, the supporters of
Xamax, the Tupperware party, language, the Eiffel tower, the intention to win the Tour de France.

. non-institutional social things: societies, groups, collective actions, collective beliefs and intentions.

. institutional social things: rules, laws, borders, the status of being the president, language, money.

According to Searle ( ), institutional social things share the following characteristics:

. they depend on some mental states, mental states that several people have with respect to them;

. they may be created by performative speech acts (speech acts that create the things they represent);

. they depend generically on non-institutional things (they need some ‘material support’);

. they depend on other social things (money needs a system of exchange; such a system needs a system
of property);

. The equivalent of this in the philosophy of the social sciences is: is sociology (anthropology, economy) reductible to psychology?



. they depend on language.

The priority of collective / social things over institutionnel things may perhaps be cashed out in terms of
‘uptake conditions’: I may declare myself king, but only under the right circumstances am I thereby made
king; it is not enough that I am the strongest or otherwise able to force everyone else into resubmission:
my declaration needs to be recognised, in the right way and by the right people, as what it is for it to have
the intended effect.

(To see why such uptake conditions, compare the analysis of pornography as performative speech act
effecting (rather than just stating or resulting from) the discrimination of women.)

Liberalism

(Cf. the recent article in the Economist.)

Political liberalism is the view that a society is politically good if and only if it permits to the greatest possible
extent that each one of its members determines and pursues their own conception of the good.

Political liberalism leaves open the question whether the direction of explanation is from left-to-right, from
right-to-left or in neither direction in this biconditional.

For some, liberalism in political philosophy is founded on, or justified by, social reductionism in social
philosophy:

“[People constantly requesting government intervention] are casting their problems at society.
And, you know, there’s no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and
there are families. And no government can do anything except through people, and people
must look after themselves first. It is our duty to look after ourselves and then, also, to look
after our neighbours.” (Margaret Thatcher, interview on September , , to Woman’s
Own, published October , )

It is a much stronger claim, however, that liberalism, or at least some sort of liberalism, presupposes social
reductionism, such that we can criticise the former by criticising the latter, as – on some interpretations at
least – communitarians do.

Political liberalism is opposed by those who think that more is necessary for a good society (e.g. justice,
equality) or less (e.g. that a society is already good if it makes anyone as good as they can be). Perhaps there
are other ways of opposing liberalism as well (can you think of any?).

Classical liberalism cashes out the priority of good (or rather the individual (conceptions of the) good(s))
over the just in the following ways:

. liberal equality: each individual deserves equal consideration; there is no political reason to favour
one conception of the good over another;

. neutrality of the state: because there are, in principle and in practice, many different conceptions of
the good, the state should not, to the extent this is possible, favour one over the other;

. negative liberty: people should be negatively free, i.e. not be hindered by anyone else in the deter-
mination and the pursuit of what they consider their own good;

. limitation of the range of legitimate state interventions: “The liberty of the individual is confined
within these limits: not to harm the other” Mill, On Liberty, approx. p.

. Cf. e.g.: “Starting with Michael Sandel’s ( ) famous criticism of Rawls, a number of critics charge that liberalism is necessarily
premised on an abstract conception of individual selves as pure choosers, whose commitments, values and concerns are possessions
of the self, but never constitute the self.” (Gaus et al. : )



Private property

Traditionally, liberal conceptions of liberty have been closely tied to private property – either because
liberty rights are considered a form of property, or property a form of freedom , or because private property
is deemed necessary as a protection of the other liberties:

There can be no freedom of press if the instruments of printing are under government control,
no freedom of assembly if the needed rooms are so controlled, no freedom of movement if the
means of transport are a government monopoly. (Hayek : )

n his Principles of Political Economy Mill consistently emphasized that it is an open question whether
personal liberty can flourish without private property ( , vol. ; – ), a view that Rawls was to
reassert over a century later ( : Part IV).

Republicanism, as advocated by e.g. Pettit ( ), understands freedomnot as absence of coercion (“negative
liberty”) nor as effective autonomy (“positive liberty”), but as “not being subject to the arbitrary power of
another” (Pettit : ).

Plausibly, it is because of the liberal presupposition that people are fundamentally free (i.e.: that “freedom
is normatively basic, and so the onus of justification is on those who would use coercion to limit freedom”)
that the need to justify the state arises in the first place (cf. Gaus et al. : )

Conceptions of freedom are central to the discussion of Rawls’ theory of justice. The contention of Nozick
( : ff.) that Rawls’ theory is patterned, but not historical, becomes a criticism if we assume that “[n]o
end-state principle or distributional patterned principle of justice can be continuously realized without
continuous interference with people’s lives.” Nozick’s own “entitlement theory” holds that distributive
justice primarily consists of only three principles: ( ) the principle of justice in acquisition, ( ) the principle
of justice in transfer, and ( ) the principle of rectification for violations of ( ) and ( ). This is a fundamentally
different understanding of distributive justice.

It is also in terms of private property that Van der Vossen & Vallentyne ( : ) characterise libertarianism,
as the claim that every person is a full owner of themselves. That they have full property rights over
themselves, makes quite ordinary state actions unjust:

The main reason for the illegitimacy of modern states is that they employ forceful means in
cases where such force is impermissible. Agents of the state violate the rights of citizens when
they punish, or threaten to punish, a person for riding a motorcycle without a helmet, for
taking drugs, for refusing to purchase health insurance or serve in the military, for engaging
in consensual sexual relations in private, or for gambling. Furthermore, agents of the state
violate the rights of citizens when they force, or threaten to force, individuals to transfer their
legitimately held wealth to the state in order to bail out large companies, provide for pensions,
to help the needy, or to pay for public goods (e.g., parks or roads). (Van derVossen&Vallentyne

: )

Distributive justice

Distributive justice, as its name says, is concerned with the justice of distributions – typically distributions of
income, wealth, status, advantages or ‘goods’ quite generally, and typically within some society, i.e. some
‘system of cooperation’ within a geographically well-defined region and among a well-defined group of
people who have equal claims to count as ‘full’ members of that society.

What does it mean to say that such a distribution is just? This is a surprisingly difficult question, Usually,
it is just assumed that the just distribution is the one that a society (our society, any society, this society?)



should have. Sometimes, their ‘guiding role’ is written into the very definition of principles of distributive
justice:

Principles of distributive justice are therefore best thought of as providing moral guidance
for the political processes and structures that affect the distribution of benefits and burdens
in societies, and any principles which do offer this kind of moral guidance on distribution,
regardless of the terminology they employ, should be considered principles of distributive
justice. (Lamont & Favor : )

As a principle of distributive justice, Lamont & Favor (cf. : ff.) contrast Rawls’ difference principle
(any social or economic inequality should be beneficial for the least advantaged members of society) with
strict egalitarianism: every person should have the same level of material goods (including burdens) and
services.

Strict egalitarianism, in their view, suffers from two main problems: The index problem is how to measure
sameness of level – this is a problem for any principle of distributive justice (or is it?). The other, more
serious problem which favours the difference principle is how to avoid pareto-suboptimal distributions
(distributions that can be changed in ways that improve them for some people without making them worse
for anyone). It seems that a pareto suboptimal distribution should be improved. (It seems quite generally
assumed that there is no problem moving from “a less pareto-suboptimal distribution would be better” (or
“…better for all / for them / for those whose lot can be improved”) to “such a distribution would be more
just” – I am not sure that step is really that unproblematic!).

Of the difference principle, Lamont & Favor ( : - ) say that “it materially collapses to a form of strict
equality under empirical conditions where differences in income have no effect on the work incentive of
people (and hence, no tendency to increase growth)”. This assumes that the inequality tolerated by the
difference principle improves the situation of the poorest by motivating others to work for them more or
better – but this is just one of many possibilities!

The strict egalitarian critique of the difference principle

Relative position matters. Rawls think that only possible improvements of the most disadvantageds’
absolute position counts: a distribution is just iff it cannot be further improved in absolute terms, even
though relative improvements may still be possible (because it is not strictly egalitarian). Crocker and
G.A. Cohen have argued that relative position sometimes counts, because less differences in relative
positions show greater solidarity (Crocker) or exclude unfair advantages to the talented who would use their
talents to the advantage of all even if they would not thus improve their absolute position (Cohen): “…if
larger incomes are necessary only because the talented are taking advantage of the demand for their talent
to seek maximal economic gain, then the Difference Principle should not be interpreted as sanctioning
them.” (Lamont & Favor : ).

The liberal critique of the difference principle

Rights. Equality of rights may be taken to comprise more than possession of the same set of fundamental
rights. Property rights, for example, may be said to be equal iff they give each person the same right about
their possessions, irrespectively of what possessions these are. If we start from an unjust society, it may always
be unjust (to some extent) to make it more just, because doing so infringes on someone’s property rights.

Absolute positionmattersmore. Though Rawls determines justice by absolute position, the question
who’s absolute position matters (i.e.: those of the least well-off) is determined relatively. But perhaps the
absolute position of the whole distribution curve, it’s average or its median alsomatters: perhaps somemore



inegalitarian distribution is preferable if it is required for a generally more affluent society, irrespectively
whether it specifically helps the poorest.

The perfectionnist critique of the difference principle

Desert. Rawls determines the justice of some distribution in a situation where people only know their
(equal) needs, but nothing about the past that may entitle or not to some possessions. If some past action
entitles you to a higher level of primary goods, it does so independently of whether this reward also improves
the situation of the least disadvantaged.

The external critique

The Revolutionary. Human nature, if there is such a thing at all, is certainly not fixed nor permanent.
Society changes humans, and their conceptions of justice as well. The way humans change is often painful
to them, and they may change to the(ir) better in unpleasant ways, i.e. even if that change requires tem-
porary disadvantages: it may thus be perfectly just to disadvantage some, or all, if this makes them better
people and so leads to a better outcome for future generations.

The Anti-Elitist. “Harvard Professor Found Out What Should Be Done”, in his armchair, paid for by
the National Endowment for Humanities, a Professor of Philosophy! Go and tell that to your buddies –
you may add that said professor also argues that all rational and reasonable people, who do not rely on
considerations that are irrelevant and parochial, must, by rational necessity, agree with him. You will not
be surprised that your friends will be somewhat skeptical, and disinclined to do as told.

The Relativist. Rawls assumes that, within one society, everyone will agree on whether or not its fun-
damental structure is just. But with what right do we assume that this decision will be the same for every
society? Such variety may arise in different ways: perhaps there are trade-offs between different elements
of the structure, of parts of it that are irrelevant to its overall justice, or perhaps, even behind the veil of
ignorance, some factors matter that differ among societies (e.g.: the size, demographic structure, gender
distribution). If there may be different, equally just or equally unjust societies, principles of justice do not
offer unique, mono-directional guidance.

The Believer. Rawls assumes that people are competent to determine the justice, or not, of societies
and thus indirectly also of individual acts and persons. But justice may depend on, or even be a measure
of, the correspondance with some quality humans are not competent to assess, e.g. “worth” (“to everyone
according to their worth”). If only God knows the worth of people, only God knows what different people
deserve, i.e. what distribution is just.

The Spontaneous One. It is contrary elementary and unchangeable facts of human nature to expect
people to be bound by decisions they, or even their ancestors, took long ago. If such decisions are purely
hypothetical, and under a veil of ignorance, even more so. To judge people by standards you cannot
reasonably expect them to respect is unjust, so no permanent decision on justice, even the justice of sup-
posedly unchangeable features of society (its “basic structure”, whatever this is supposed to be), can ever
be justifiably made.

The Pessimist. Rawls’ arguments have an empirical, and empirically false, premiss: that it is possible,
at least in principle, that everyone has a minimally decent life. But some, say % of the population, are
irrevocably doomed: either because there is not enough to eat, or because there is an evil monster who
demands to eat one out of every year. It may thus be just, or at least rational under the veil of ignorance,
to give each one a fair chance to survive, e.g. by having a fair lottery determining who dies.
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