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ABSTRACT 
The ideas of justice in political theory as expressed by John Rawls and Robert Nozick are 
contrasted in this study. Mostly from his ideas of liberty and the Difference Principle, 
Rawls argues using his theory of Justice as Fairness for a distributive approach whereby 
disparities are allowed only if they aid the least advantaged in society. On the other hand, 
Nozick underlines in his Entitlement Theory the defence of personal rights and lawful 
acquisition of property, therefore favouring a limited state and opposing redistributive 
justice. This study juxtaposes Nozick's advocacy for individual liberty, free market 
transactions, and minimal government involvement with Rawls's focus on social welfare, 
equality, and state intervention. Particularly in discussions on taxes, property rights, and 
welfare policies, the study highlights the ongoing relevance of both theories in 
contemporary political philosophy. This is achieved by analysing significant differences, 
such as their perspectives on equality, distributive justice, and the role of the government. 
Emphasising that Rawls provides a framework for resolving social inequality, the last part 
of the paper evaluates the application and limits of both theories while underlining that 
Nozick makes a strong case for maintaining personal liberty. From these different points 
of view, current political rhetoric still shapes debates on justice, equality, and rights. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Two of the most powerful thinkers in contemporary political philosophy, John Rawls and Robert Nozick, have offered 
opposing ideas of justice that still shape current discussions. Rawls first introduced the concept of "Justice as Fairness" 
in his foundational book A Theory of Justice (1971), which views justice as a social contract that stems from an initial 
position of equality (Follesdal, 2014; Wenar, 2021). Rawls argues that behind a “veil of ignorance,” people would choose 
two basic notions of justice: the first guarantees everyone equal basic liberties, while the second permits social and 
economic inequalities, provided, they benefit the least advantaged section of society (Rawls, 1971). Advocating 
redistributive policies to solve social inequities, his “Difference Principle” is especially strong in enabling a more active 
state to forward justice (Wenar, 2021). Conversely, in Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974), Robert Nozick vehemently 
disagrees with Rawls' strategy and offers a libertarian substitute. Looking at the inviolability of personal rights and 
private property, Nozick's “Entitlement Theory” contends that justice is about honouring people's entitlements as long 
as they are obtained and used rightly. Emphasizing that state action should be confined to the preservation of individual 
rights, especially in protecting free markets and private property, he criticizes any patterned or redistributive idea of 
justice (Schaefer, 2008).  For him, like forced labour, every kind of redistributive justice - including taxes for social 
programs - violates individual liberty.  Rawls's more interventionist state model runs somewhat opposite from Nozick’s 
minimal state theory, often labelled as the night-watchman state.  Examining the basic ideas of two theories of justice 
from different points of view on the goal of the state and methods of addressing issues including inequality and 
distributive justice helps one to evaluate these two strong theories of justice. This paper will attempt to establish that 
Rawls’s and Nozick’s views on justice offer insightful debates on justice and its significance in political theory. Moreover, 
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it will consider how pertinent their ideas on justice are in contemporary political debate, especially in relation to public 
policy discussions on welfare, taxes, and property rights. By means of a comparison of these two opposing points of view, 
the research intends to offer a thorough understanding of the continuous debate on liberty and equality under the name 
of justice. 
 
Overview of the Concept of Justice in Political Theory  
Political philosophy's basic idea of justice, which emphasizes the allocation of rights, resources, and obligations among 
individuals and groups, has shaped human civilisation for millennia. Justice has mainly three connotations: retributive 
justice—which deals with punishment and the righting of wrongs; distributive justice—which deals with the equitable 
distribution of resources; and procedural justice—which stresses justice in processes and decision-making. From ancient 
to modern, intellectuals have struggled with the concept of justice and sought to balance personal freedoms against social 
benefit (Ivanov, 2023). Classical thinkers like Plato in The Republic analysed justice as a virtue vital for the harmony of 
both people and the state since each person performs their true duty in society to accomplish justice (Plato, 2015). 
Aristotle stressed reasonable equality and the idea that justice demands treating people in keeping with their merits or 
necessity. He defined the concept of justice as giving each their due (Aristotle’s dialogue in Plato’s The Republic, 2015). 
Turning now to modern political philosophy, particularly with the advent of liberal democratic ideas, justice becomes 
ever more closely associated with problems of rights and equality. Emphasising life, liberty, and property, John Locke, 
for instance, helped to shape the idea connecting justice to natural rights (Nweke & Enemuo, 2021). The Enlightenment 
thinkers ushered in greater development, with Immanuel Kant emphasizing justice as a moral compass based on 
autonomy and respect for others (Bernstein, 2023). The 19th and 20th centuries saw significant discussions on justice 
in political theory, particularly with the rise of ideas like utilitarianism, which pushed for the maximization of overall 
pleasure, and John Rawls' concept of "Justice as Fairness," which aimed to balance equality with personal liberty. Rawls 
first offered the original position and the veil of ignorance as a technique of establishing fair principles of justice that 
rational people would adopt in an objective state (Rawls, 1971). Libertarians greeted Rawls's work with criticism, while 
Robert Nozick introduced an "Entitlement Theory of Justice" that emphasized the protection of private property rights 
and minimal state intervention. Rawls's concept of redistributive justice runs quite contrary to Nozick's emphasis on 
justice as valuing personal belongings (Yezzi, 1986). The continuous discussion on various conceptions of justice shapes 
modern political theory, influencing public policy and societal norms on justice, rights, and the government's 
responsibility to ensure justice for all. 
 
John Rawls' Theory of Justice 
The Concept of Justice as Fairness 
Emphasising justice as fairness, John Rawls's A Theory of Justice (1971) aims to provide criteria of justice that reasonable 
people would follow in an objective and fair perspective. Under conditions that help the least advantaged members of 
society, he offers two fundamental ideas: the Liberty Principle, which holds that everyone should have an equal right to 
basic liberties, including freedom of speech, religion, and political participation; and the Difference Principle, which 
permits social and economic inequalities if it provides maximum benefits to the least advantaged (Rawls, 1971). This 
idea also emphasises the requirement of places of advantage being open to everyone to meet the fair equality of 
opportunity principle, therefore guaranteeing equal chances for each to attain power and positions. Rawls's theory 
distinguishes itself from utilitarianism, which gives the greatest general good top priority over the disadvantage of 
impoverished people (Sandel, 2005). 
 
The Original Position and the Veil of Ignorance 
 The “Original Position” and the “Veil of Ignorance” are integral components of John Rawls’s conception of justice. 
Stripped of personal qualities—ethnicity, gender, social position, talents, and resources—those in the “Original Position” 
choose fair values of justice. Rawls argues that reasonable actors would choose these values to ensure basic liberties and 
a safety net for the least advantaged, even if they did not know whether they would find themselves in that position 
(Rawls, 1971).  This framework guarantees that the process of creating justice is objective since it allows people to think 
beyond their own needs. The “Veil of Ignorance” underlines Rawls's commitment to justice since it ensures that the 
chosen principles do not support any one group or person, therefore promoting a fair society (Darnal, 2023). This is 
rather crucial since Rawls's conception of justice emphasises equality and justice above rewarding merit or appreciating 
excellence. 
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Criticisms of Rawls 
Still relatively strong, John Rawls's conception of justice has drawn criticism for emphasizing distributive justice. Critics 
respond that Rawls's focus on money distribution would overlook other aspects of justice, including liberties, rights, and 
recognition (Ari, 2023). Libertarian theorist Robert Nozick argues that Rawls's Difference Principle compromises 
individual liberty by lowering human autonomy and property rights (Nozick, 1974). 
Communitarian critic Michael Sandel argues that Rawls's definition of justice is unduly abstract and disconnected from 
reality since the Original Position and Veil of Ignorance cannot take into account the rich social and cultural settings 
influencing individuals’ values and experiences (Sandel, 2005). Critics have also challenged Rawls's theory for its utopian 
nature and its impracticality in diverse, multicultural societies with significant variations in justice (Raekstad, 2021). 
Notwithstanding these challenges, Rawls's theory remains a main instrument in political philosophy since debates on 
the harmony among justice, equality, and personal liberty propel transformation in this discipline. 
 
Robert Nozick's Theory of Justice 
The Entitlement Theory of Justice 
Emphasising personal freedom and the least state intervention, Robert Nozick's “Entitlement Theory of Justice” is the 
foundation of libertarian political philosophy. In his book Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974), three ideas build the 
concept: justice in acquisition, justice in transfer, and justice in rectification. Justice in reference to the initial 
appropriation of resources from nature is the ability of an individual to claim ownership in case of reasonable acquisition 
without violating anybody's rights. Justice in transfer deals with the voluntary property transaction between people 
independent from the later wealth distribution (Nozick, 1974). John Rawls and other redistributive theories stress equity 
and fairness in the sharing of resources. For Nozick, forced redistribution—that which taxpayers pay for social security 
measures - breaches personal property rights and is in fact robbery (Coleman, Frankel & Phillips, 1976). A just society 
protects personal liberty and ownership from a predefined or planned system of resource allocation. 
 
Critique of Distributive Justice 
Nozick's critique of distributive justice draws attention to alternative structured ideas of justice meant to distribute 
resources according to particular patterns or principles. Nozick argues that imposing a pattern on the distribution of 
goods restricts human liberty and necessitates continuous intervention in people's lives (Nozick, 1973). As a form of 
structural justice that restricts the free market and compromises individual liberty, he challenges Rawls' Difference 
Principle, which accepts inequalities as long as they benefit the most disadvantaged (Glaser, 2023). According to Nozick, 
respect for the means used in the acquisition and distribution of goods defines justice, not faultless distribution. 
Redistributing would, he contends, violate people's rights to their possessions in order to correct inequality. Any 
patterned theory of justice is fundamentally unfair, as Nozick's critique of distributive justice stems from his rejection of 
external intervention in voluntary actions. He further contends that stressing distribution rather than justice in 
processes results in coercion and compromises individual freedom, undermining any theory of justice (Meadowcroft, 
2011). 
Nozick's critique of distributive justice draws attention to alternative structured ideas of justice meant to distribute 
resources according to particular pattern or principles. According to Nozick, enforcing a pattern on the way goods are 
distributed limits human liberty and calls for ongoing intervention in people's existence (Nozick, 1973). As a kind of 
structural justice that limits the free market and forfeits individual liberty, he questions Rawls' Difference Principle, 
which permits inequities provided they help the least advantaged (Glaser, 2023). According to Nozick, respect of the 
means applied in the acquisition and distribution of goods defines justice; not a faultless distribution. Redistributing 
would, he contends, violate people's rights to their possessions in order to right inequality. Any patterned theory of 
justice is essentially unfair since Nozick's critique of distributive justice results from his rejection of external intervention 
in voluntary actions.   He further contends that stressing distribution rather than the justice of processes results in 
coercion and compromises individual freedom, so undermining any theory of justice (Meadowcroft, 2011). 
 
Justice in Holdings 
According to his libertarian perspective, individuals possess rights to their possessions, provided they have acquired and 
transferred them properly. This idea contradicts theories like Rawls's, which stress the equitable outcome of the 
distribution. Nozick asserts that redistribution is unfair unless it aims to rectify past injustices such as theft or fraud. If 
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someone takes property, justice demands either the victim's compensation or the replacement of the item. If riches were 
acquired and distributed legally, the state has no say. Deeply ingrained in self-ownership, Nozick's theory holds that 
people have the right to own their bodies, employment, and results of their work (Nozick, 1974; 2013). Only the 
government protects private property; it is not their responsibility, but rather an extension of personal liberty. As long 
as the process is fair, justice in holdings seeks to maintain people's capacity to acquire, trade, and pass on property free 
from state intrusion. This focus on the process above reflects Nozick's broader general libertarian point of view, which 
reduces state intrusion and gives personal liberty first significance (Barnett, 1977; Adie & Effenji, 2018). 
 
Criticisms of Nozick 
Many political and philosophical points of view have questioned Robert Nozick's minimal state theory for eliminating 
redistributive programs. Critics say that Nozick's emphasis on voluntary trade and justifiable gain ignores structural 
inequality and historical injustices that alter people's behaviour in daily life (Psarras, 2010).  Despite the influence of 
unjust societal conditions, critics argue that Nozick's approach could perpetuate current inequalities by presenting them 
as legitimate outcomes of logical processes. 
Michael Sandel (2005) and other communitarian thinkers feel that Nozick's excessively atomistic focus on personal 
liberty and self-ownership overlooks the social component of human beings and the obligations people have towards 
their society (Sandel, 2005). Among shared resources demanding more than just free choice interactions are social 
welfare, healthcare, and education. Feminist academics have questioned Nozick's justification for underplaying gender 
inequity, particularly in fields that require unpaid labour.  Practically, Nozick's denial of redistribution raises problems 
about how a society would manage poverty, provide healthcare, and preserve public goods without some degree of taxes 
and state action (Lauchi, 1994). Opponents of libertarianism contend that those with unrestricted property rights could 
give money and power top priority, therefore compromising political equality and democracy. 
 
Comparative Analysis 
Views on Equality 
According to their respective theories of justice, John Rawls and Robert Nozick see equality from rather different 
perspectives.  Rawls advocates for a society where everyone has equal opportunities and accepts inequality only when 
it benefits the most disadvantaged. Promoting distributive justice, he asserts that society has a moral duty to build 
systems helping the least privileged. His Difference Principle guarantees that any social or economic disparity has to 
raise the least privileged level (Varden, 2016; Follesdal, 2014). 
Conversely, Nozick argues that inequality is a natural result of a fair society as long as people get money by moral means. 
According to his entitlement theory, voluntary trade in commodities and services always generates inequality rather 
than any natural unfairness.  Nozick claims that redistributive policies applied in attempts to compel equality violate 
human liberty and individual property rights (Nozick, 1973). Rawls thus regards inequality as acceptable only if it helps 
the underprivileged; Nozick sees it as a logical result of free and consensual relationships among people. 
 
The Role of the State 
Rawls and Nozick see the State's contribution to guarantee justice in fairly different ways. Rawls favours a more active 
and interventionist state to provide equal chances for all and to correct social and natural inequities.  The state controls 
taxes, social programs, resources, and the sharing of riches; it advances justice by levelling the playing field and 
preventing the growth of unfair imbalances (Varden, 2016). 
Conversely, Nozick supports a minimal state—sometimes known as the night-watchman state—whose only goal is to 
defend individual rights, especially life, liberty, and property. Apart from safeguarding individuals against contract 
execution and fraud, he opposes any form of official action. Redistributive policies, according to Nozick, violate people's 
personal rights since they compel some to donate their possessions to others (Adie & Effenji, 2018). Thus, Nozick's 
minimum state runs against the idea of redistributive justice Rawls promotes when one puts individual freedom above 
equality or fairness. 
 
Views on Distributive Justice 
Rawls and Nozick address distributive justice in rather different ways. Rawls stresses justice in distributing social and 
economic imbalances with an eye toward the least advantaged. He formalizes this using the Difference Principle, which 

https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh


Durgesh Verma 
 

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 909 
 

only lets inequality exist if it gives compensatory advantages to the least fortunate.  Using progressive taxes and social 
welfare programs, Rawls's distributive justice theory emphasizes achieving social equity (Lauchi, 1994). 
 
Conversely, Nozick opposes conceptions of patterned distributive justice since he maintains that justice is about 
honoring individual rights to their possessions as long as they are obtained by fair means, such as voluntary commerce 
or service (Nozick, 2013).  Nozick holds that any effort at redistribution of wealth for social fairness breaches personal 
rights and that redistributive policies—such as taxes for social programs—are unfair since they entail removing property 
from people without their permission (Davis, 1977; Psarras, 2010). 
In nutshell, Nozick concentrates on the way people acquire and divide their possessions, Rawls emphasises the need of 
a fair distribution of resources to guarantee social justice. 
 
The Individual vs. Society 
The theories of Rawls and Nozick draw attention to the conflict between personal liberties and social justice. Rawls 
stresses social justice, therefore guaranteeing equitable access to opportunities and fair allocation of resources and 
income. By conceptualizing the “Difference Principle,” he also helps to reallocate money to enhance the conditions of the 
least fortunate in society (Meadowcroft, 2011). 
Conversely, Nozick stresses individual liberties—especially those pertaining to private property. His "entitlement 
theory" holds that humans have intrinsic rights to their bodies, labor, and ideas.  Though it results in a substantial 
difference, Nozick argues that justice protects these rights. As long as those decisions and transactions are voluntary and 
free from coercion, he upholds that the state has no power to meddle with them (Barnett, 1977). 
Unlike Rawls, Nozick puts individual liberty above social justice, rejecting any form of redistribution that violates 
property rights. Nozick and Rawls essentially reflect two opposing ideas of justice: one stressing individual liberty at the 
price of social equality and the other stressing personal rights with the public benefit. 
 
Implications for Contemporary Political Thought 
Influence on Modern Political Theory 
Ideas of John Rawls and Robert Nozick have had a significant influence on modern political theory, thereby guiding 
discussions on justice, liberty, equality, and the goal of the government. Rawls's A Theory of Justice (1974) highlights 
distributive justice, especially in liberal democratic countries; his “Justice as Fairness” approach has inspired academics 
and politicians to help in the building of a fair society. His ideas of the "original position" and the "veil of ignorance" have 
evolved into an accepted approach to analysing public policy and government decisions.  Focusing on personal rights, 
private property, and free markets, Nozick's Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974) has inspired libertarian views (Wong, 
2023). His contempt for distributive justice and emphasis on personal liberty have spurred discussions about state 
intervention and restrictions on personal freedom. Rawls and Nozick together chart the argument between 
egalitarianism and libertarianism, therefore providing policymakers and intellectuals a platform to deliberate upon 
social justice and individual liberty in the contemporary world. 
 
Application in Public Policy 
Particularly on property rights, welfare, and taxes, Rawls's and Nozick's points of view have profoundly affected 
discussions on public policy. Rawls's theories have impacted progressive measures designed to remedy economic 
inequality; his Difference Principle clarifies progressive taxes, which view greater taxes on the wealthiest as necessary 
to support public programs assisting the poor. Rawls's emphasis on justice and equality also affects discussions on 
reforms of housing, healthcare projects, and education (Zhang, 2021). 
Conversely, supporters of a minimal state, limited government, and low tax redistribution have applied Nozick's 
Entitlement Theory. According to “Entitlement Theory,” individuals possess the right to maintain private property as 
well as the results of their work. Nozick's denial of redistributive justice has changed public perspectives in favour of the 
least participation of government in the economy, tax reduction, and welfare program cuts (ibid). His minimal state 
theory supports ideas guiding free markets, deregulation, and individual liberty. 
 
Limitations of both Theories 
Though powerful, Rawls's and Nozick's ideas of justice have pragmatic limits for handling problems of modern society. 
Critics sometimes criticize Rawls's theory for being unrealistic and challenging to implement, as it overlooks the 
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influence of political authority and economic systems that constrain significant redistribution. It also suggests that, under 
the cover of ignorance, people will always act logically, which would not be true in actual decision-making. Rawls's 
concentration on distributive justice has drawn criticism since it ignores other kinds of injustice—cultural 
marginalization, identity, or acknowledgement (Ari, 2023). Critics of Nozick's entitlement theory argue that tailoring 
redistributive justice to personal property interests results in excessively harsh treatment. Critics contend that Nozick's 
minimal state fails to acknowledge structural inequality and historical injustices that have impacted specific groups, 
thereby perpetuating inequality. They also point out that Nozick's approach offers limited solutions for public goods such 
as infrastructure, education, and healthcare, which necessitate collective investment and coordination (Salahuddin, 
2018). His disdain for taxes as a means of redistribution raises questions about the social responsibility of government. 
 
Economic Justice and Wealth Inequality 
Rawls and Redistribution 
From John Rawls's perspective of justice as fairness, differences in wealth and resources are only tolerable if they benefit 
the least advantaged members of society. The basis for this is Rawls's Difference Principle, which asserts that we should 
set inequality to maximize the welfare of individuals at the bottom of the social hierarchy. This concept advocates for 
redistributive policies, such as progressive taxes, where wealthy individuals contribute a larger share of their income to 
support public services and welfare initiatives. Redistributing wealth from the rich to the less fortunate ensures that 
everyone has basic requirements such as social security, education, and healthcare; therefore, it creates a more equitable 
society (Schaefer, 2007).  Rawls also holds that public policy should balance these synthetic inequalities by means of 
public policies, as people do not naturally deserve the benefits they are born with. 
 
Nozick and Free Markets 
Robert Nozick's Entitlement Theory, which prioritizes individual property rights and free market interactions over social 
welfare, opposes wealth redistribution. Variations in wealth arising from free market activities, he claims, are only 
temporary until the first acquisition and transfers are fair—free from force or fraud (Ivanov, 2023). Nozick asserts that 
the state has no moral right to interfere with people's property, even if it is to promote equality. Considered as a violation 
of property rights and comparable to forced labour, redistributive taxes are used for Nozick's emphasis on self-
ownership, voluntary trade, and defence of minimum state interference to guard against injury to individuals, thereby 
limiting the state’s power to enforce contracts. This libertarian perspective has significantly influenced neoliberal 
economic policies, prioritizing economic freedom and market efficiency over state-driven redistribution, leading to a 
widening wealth disparity in the pursuit of personal success and economic prosperity (Kaufman, 2004). 
 
Current Global Wealth Disparities 
The concepts of justice proposed by Rawls and Nozick enable one to see the pressing issue of global economic inequity. 
Against Rawls' Difference Principle, the richest 1 percent of individuals on Earth possesses almost half of all the wealth 
on the planet. Especially in underdeveloped countries, economic policies helping the few to create riches often worsen 
poverty and inequality. Rich people and companies use tax havens to guard their income from taxes, therefore reducing 
the available cash for public services and thus widening the wealth imbalance. Rawls would support worldwide 
redistributive systems, including wealth taxes or international taxes, to balance out these differences and assure the fair 
sharing of globalization and economic development. 
 
On the other hand, Nozick's theory sees these deviations as unavoidable outcomes of conscious interactions on a global 
scene. Even though the results clearly demonstrate significant inequality, he does not support wealth redistribution. 
Unlike the distribution of wealth, Nozick's core focus is guarantees of fair transactions. Many free-market policies 
followed in industrialized countries—which occasionally prioritize economic success and wealth creation over issues of 
inequality—have their roots in this theory. 
Globally, institutions such as the World Bank and IMF constantly battle these opposing concepts, balancing growing 
inequality with economic progress. 
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Justice and Democracy 
Rawls’ Vision of a Just Democratic Society 
John Rawls's theory of democracy signifies justice, equal political liberty, and active citizen involvement in political 
processes. Every person enjoys equal rights to basic liberties, including the possibility to participate in democratic 
decision-making, and citizens live in conditions of social cooperation in a just democracy. Rawls's Liberty Principle gives 
everyone political liberties and rights free from social level or class. To ensure equal access to political offices and 
positions of power, he advocates for a fair equality of opportunity, thereby preventing socio-economic background from 
unduly influencing political outcomes. The “Difference Principle” guarantees that any deviations help the least privileged 
improve the social and political harmony. His idea of a democratic society encourages cooperation by ensuring a fair 
allocation of resources and opportunities, making personal liberty compatible with social wealth. Further, he supports a 
deliberative democracy in which public opinion and informed debate help form political structures and decision-making 
to achieve the condition of "justice as fairness" (Galisanka, 2019).  In Rawls's conception of democracy, the government 
actively strives to eliminate inequalities and foster a fairer and more participative political environment through a 
society that upholds equal political rights and fosters social cooperation. 
 
Nozick’s Critique of State Power in Democracy 
Libertarian political philosopher Robert Nozick's view of democracy is more restricted; he supports the preservation of 
individual liberties and a minimum state. Mostly favoring agreements and defenses against crime, theft, and fraud, he 
argues the state should have limited influence in a democratic setting.  Nozick is wary of government excess, especially 
in the form of redistributive policies violating personal liberty and rights. Declaring that such interventions contradict 
the idea of self-ownership, he attacks conventional democratic governments trying to divide riches or exert influence 
over the economic sphere. Nozick holds that instead of aiming for justice or equality, government should maintain a 
system of negative rights free from intervention and compulsion (Barnett, 1977). He holds that a truly democratic society 
is one in which the State's authority is under control so that people may follow their interests free from intrusion and 
participate in voluntary trade unrestricted. Nozick's night-watchman approach holds that democracy lasts as long as 
people are autonomous in making decisions. 
 
Influence on Contemporary Democratic Institutions 
Rawls has essentially changed current democratic institutions with his ideas on social welfare and the nature of the state. 
His ideas on social justice and fairness have inspired projects including universal healthcare, progressive taxes, and social 
security systems; Nozick's libertarian points of view have been popular in countries that give importance to free market 
economy and limited state intervention. He has been particularly challenging government excesses and guiding 
movements for limited government, tax cuts, and deregulation in the United States and the United Kingdom over the late 
20th century. Nozick's support for individual liberty and a free-market economy appeals to those who oppose social 
welfare programs and favour policies promoting private property and individual freedom (Glaser, 2023).  Rawls and 
Nozick still influence democratic processes, especially in the economic sphere, by giving modern democracies many 
paths to follow. 
 
Environmental Justice 
Rawls’ Framework Applied to Environmental Justice 
By stressing the disproportionate impact of environmental degradation on impoverished people, one can integrate John 
Rawls's theory of justice, especially the Difference Principle, into environmental justice. According to the Difference 
Principle, variations only exist if they benefit the least advantaged sections of society. Usually environmental damage, 
resource depletion, and climate change affect disadvantaged groups—lower social and economic strata. Rawlsian 
measures should not compound these negative effects until they improve their standard of living. Reducing pollution-
causing industrial activities can lessen their impact on the least privileged or compensate those who benefit from 
improved employment opportunities or health care. Rawls's fair equality of opportunity principle emphasizes equal 
access to clean air, water, and natural resources for all people, regardless of their social status. It states, "Environmental 
justice includes setting policies like global climate agreements targeted at preventing deterioration and improving the 
well-being of those least able to counterbalance its repercussions, investments in renewable energy technology, and 
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environmental taxes on polluters" (Tons, 2021).  From this vantage point, environmental regulations protect the most 
vulnerable and promote equitable general well-being in a society. 
 
Nozick’s Libertarian View on Environmental Property Rights 
From a libertarian perspective, Robert Nozick emphasizes the connection between environmental justice, property 
rights, and fairness in acquisition. He says people and corporations have the right to claim natural resources, including 
land or water, as long as they do not damage others or violate their rights. Once acquired, individuals and corporations 
can freely exchange and transfer these goods with minimal official control. But Nozick's emphasis on voluntary 
commerce raises questions regarding environmental sustainability, especially in circumstances when resource 
extraction or pollution creates externalities hurting others without payback (Kaufman, 2004). He advocates for minimal 
state involvement, provided that pollution does not directly infringe upon anyone's property rights. Based on Nozick's 
critique of redistributive policies, one would most likely find him opposing environmental levies or laws intended to 
limit resource usage in line with environmental protection. Since libertarian views give short-term personal benefits top 
priority above long-term community sustainability, they could lead to a lack of control over environmental problems. 
From Nozick's point of view, the prospect of market-based environmental harm generates a natural conflict between 
safeguarding property rights and ensuring sustainable use of environmental resources for the benefit of society (Tons, 
2021). 
 
Climate Change and Global Inequality 
Particularly due to the disproportionate impact of climate change on poor nations, the discussion of global climate change 
underscores the conflict between justice and inequality. John Rawls and Robert Nozick offer two distinct approaches to 
addressing this issue. Rawls thinks that since rising sea levels disproportionately affect least advantaged countries and 
resource constraints worsen their situation, climate change is a serious injustice. Rich countries have moral 
responsibilities, he asserts, to help less developed countries apply technology transfer, cash for climate adaptation, or 
international agreements. Reflecting Rawlsian fairness, such environmental treaties as the Paris Climate Accord 
encourage group responsibility and redistributive projects to help reduce climate change inequality (Ibid). 
 
Conversely, Nozick's approach advances voluntary global collaboration with less regard for distributive justice. While 
rejecting coercive international taxes or carbon control measures (Ivanov, 2023), he supports market-based alternatives, 
including private investments in green technologies or emissions trading. However, this libertarian perspective finds it 
difficult to overcome the fundamental disparities brought forth by global climate change, in which the least developed 
nations suffer most even with little involvement. Rawls's focus on global justice and collaboration offers a more 
convincing structure for handling the challenging junction of inequality and climate change (Tons, 2021). 
 
Global Justice and International Relations 
Rawls’ Theory in a Global Context 
Aimed to promote peace and justice in international relations, John Rawls’s The Law of Peoples (1999) presents ideas of 
global justice. Endorsing respect for human rights, non-intervention, and support of developing nations, he stresses how 
liberal and non-liberal cultures should co-exist in a just global order (Rendtorff, 2023). Rawls's theory of global justice 
emphasizes building a stable, peaceful world order above economic equality.  He draws a comparison between 
authoritarian regimes or burdened societies and well-ordered societies, such as liberal democracies or decent 
hierarchical societies (Rawls, 1999). Even in cases of limited help, liberal societies are obligated to assist underprivileged 
people. In the global environment, Rawls argues that redistributive criteria are less rigid and people have the right to 
self-determination, thereby refuting the worldwide application of the Difference Principle (Tons &Dip, 2018). Through 
diplomatic and cooperative actions, his rational pluralism approach to world affairs enables liberal countries to welcome 
outstanding but non-liberal countries and advance peaceful coexistence. 
 
Nozick and Global Libertarianism 
By encouraging the free flow of capital, products, and services, Robert Nozick's minimal state theory advocates less 
government engagement in international trade and economic activities. Global markets should be free from state-
imposed restrictions, he says, therefore enabling people and companies to participate willingly across borders. In the 
absence of state-mandated redistribution of wealth, Nozick argues that international relations should mirror the same 
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ideas of justice as domestic affairs. He contends that as long as acceptable trade and acquisition methods produce global 
disparities, then it is not fundamentally unfair (Salahuddin, 2018). 
 
For Nozick, participation in a minimal state in the global economy would be confined to guaranteeing contract 
enforcement and protection against coercion or fraud, therefore leaving the rest to market forces of demand and supply. 
This strategy raises issues of global inequality since the absence of government interference could let wealthy countries 
and multinational companies gather enormous power and resources, therefore aggravating economic inequalities 
(Rendtorff, 2023). The moral rejection of foreign aid by Nozick opposes interventionist tactics meant to reduce poverty 
and instability in underdeveloped countries. 
 
Theories of Justice and Global Poverty 
Furthermore, Rawls and Nozick hold contrasting perspectives on global poverty, global development, and humanitarian 
crises concerning justice. Rawls emphasizes the need for distributive justice and international collaboration in reducing 
world poverty; he argues that wealthy countries have a moral responsibility to assist underdeveloped countries in 
overcoming political unrest and financial catastrophes.  Reflecting his worldwide dedication to justice and human rights, 
he backs laws granting displaced people relief and protection (Rendtorff, 2023). 
Conversely, Nozick's emphasis on personal rights and market freedom provides relatively little in terms of structured 
foreign aid or redistributive institutions (ibid). He contends that countries have no responsibility to distribute wealth 
obtained honestly and without coercion in order to contribute to lower world poverty. Regarding the refugee issue, 
Nozick regards advantages for migrants as infringements of residents' property rights; he rejects state-mandated 
relocation programs or benefits for migrants and shows his reluctance to accept obligatory foreign aid. 
Rawls's and Nozick's conceptions of global justice expose two different paths: one highlighting market freedom and 
individual rights with little regard for global redistribution and the other stressing active international cooperation to 
alleviate poverty and advance global equality. 
 
Social and Cultural Justice 
Rawls and Social Equity 
John Rawls's notion of justice highlights justice and the defence of social and cultural minorities, thereby providing equal 
opportunities and rights within society. Beyond personal concerns, we can apply his ideas—the Difference Principle and 
fair equality of opportunity—to solve social justice, gender equality, and cultural representation problems, including 
racial justice. Rawls's commitment to justice argues for the creation of social inequalities to assist the most 
disadvantaged, such as those experiencing poverty due to their race, gender, or cultural heritage. Rawls's idea of racial 
justice supports laws opposing systematic discrimination, such as equal chances campaigns or affirmative action. 
(Corlett, 2016) Rawls's theory advocates for social systems that eliminate gender-based discrimination and provide 
equal conditions for women and other gender minorities, enabling them to fully participate in social, political, and 
economic life in a gender-equal manner. According to Rawls's theory of cultural representation, the government should 
make sure that there is both formal and substantive equality. This would ensure that minorities are treated fairly by the 
law and give them a chance to succeed. 
 
Nozick and Individual Autonomy 
Developed by Robert Nozick, the libertarian theory of justice stresses personal autonomy and minimum government 
intrusion thereby enabling people to determine their identities and pursue their goals free from government action. By 
letting people make free from state control or constraint personal decisions about their ethnic, gender, or cultural 
identities, this approach encourages self-ownership (Pandey & Jaiswal, 2022). The only responsibility of the government 
is to protect personal liberty; social and cultural results are left to be selected by free interactions among people. 
On structural inequality and systematic discrimination, however, Nozick's approach has enormous limits (Schaefer, 
2008; Salahuddin, 2018). It ignores the strongly ingrained historical and social elements that discriminate against 
particular groups depending on race, gender, or culture. Nozick's theory does not particularly address institutionalized 
forms of discrimination, like access to school, employment, and political representation, by prioritizing individual rights 
and opposing redistributive justice. Critics maintain that Nozick would view welfare programs meant to develop 
underprivileged areas as unfair violations of individual liberty free from State interferences, consequently upholding 

https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh


Theories of Justice: Analysing Rawls and Nozick 
 

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 914 
 

inequality. Therefore, even if Nozick advocates personal liberty, his theory lacks the means to fight appropriately 
fundamental injustices that limit autonomy of underprivileged individuals (Psarras, 2010). 
 
Justice in Multicultural Societies 
For John Rawls's and Robert Nozick's conceptions of justice and equality, cultural variances among many populations 
present difficulties. In multicultural settings, implementing Rawls's theory of justice, which emphasizes individual rights 
and fair opportunity, can be challenging due to opposing cultural values and standards. For instance, some may perceive 
affordability policies as unfairly favoring certain groups while simultaneously promoting justice for others (Ari, 2023). 
Rawlsian fairness could conflict with national interests in immigration discussions since states have to reconcile 
immigrant rights with the needs of current citizens. Consistent with the difference principle, Rawls' theory would 
support laws honoring indigenous land rights and political sovereignty (Rendtorff, 2023; Follesdal, 2014).  The minimal 
state model of Nozick stresses free trade and personal liberty, which would go against the assumptions of many societies. 
He believes that people and groups should be free from influence, allowing them to associate or detach and cooperate 
voluntarily for social cohesiveness and cultural preservation. Nozick's antipathy toward state redistribution and 
affirmative action could cause further disparities in multicultural settings (Lauchli, 1994). In the end, both ideas battle 
to balance the specific difficulties presented by diversity, especially in cases when cultural variations define justice and 
equality differently. 
 
Justice in Health and Healthcare 
Rawls’ Approach to Healthcare 
Particularly in his book A Theory of Justice, John Rawls' construct of justice supports universal healthcare as a 
fundamental entitlement for all people independent of their social position. Rawls' “Liberty Principle” ensures equal 
basic liberties, including access to healthcare and other goods. His Difference Principle gives a strong foundation for 
universal healthcare systems since it upholds that social and economic inequalities are justifiable only if they help the 
least advantaged (Gläser, 2023). We should share healthcare fairly as a public good, enabling even the most 
underprivileged to lead active and healthy lives. Rawls's method guarantees everyone the right to obtain medical 
treatment, therefore transcending wealth and helping to safeguard the most vulnerable (Ivanov, 2023). State-sponsored 
healthcare systems centre their philosophy on promoting social justice and equality of opportunity. 
 
Nozick’s Libertarian Healthcare View 
As Anarchy, State, and Utopia indicates, Robert Nozick's libertarian perspective rejects state-run healthcare systems. He 
argues that people's right to govern their bodies and resources necessitates the delivery of healthcare through private, 
voluntary exchanges. Taxes violate an individual’s property rights since they deny people, without their consent, of 
resources (Ficker, 2014). In terms of healthcare, he advocates for a free market, allowing individuals to choose insurance 
or medical treatments according to their preferences and financial circumstances. Still, this strategy has major ethical 
ramifications, especially in countries with conspicuous differences in health. Income determines access to healthcare, so 
underprivileged and destitute people might not receive enough treatment. Critics argue that this strategy could 
potentially exacerbate health disparities, as wealthy individuals would have access to the most effective treatments, 
while those with limited resources might not receive the necessary care. Though it supports individual freedom and 
market efficiency, Nozick's libertarian perspective finds difficulties offering a remedy for unequal access to life-saving 
treatments. 
 
Justice and Human Rights 
Rawls and Universal Human Rights 
According to John Rawls's theory of justice, everyone has the right to basic liberties, or universal human rights, regardless 
of their social, economic, or political background. Rawls argues in The Law of Peoples (1999) that global justice is based 
on non-negotiable human rights respected by all countries. By means of his ideals, he strengthens those of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), thereby guaranteeing basic liberties, including life, liberty, and security of person 
(Tons, 2018). Since Rawls believes any infringement of these rights is intrinsically unfair, he emphasizes the moral 
imperative for more affluent nations to support societies trying to protect their basic rights through international 
cooperation and foreign aid (Rawls, 1999).  Rawls supports a worldwide framework that preserves human dignity and 
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equality; therefore, he argues for the inclusion of his concepts in international human rights standards and practices 
(Dorsey, 2005). 
 
Nozick and Negative Rights 
Emphasized in Robert Nozick's philosophy of justice are negative rights—those to be free from intervention by others, 
most prominently the state.  Justice, he believes, is about respecting people's rights to their property, life, and liberty free 
from enforcing positive obligations on others (Coleman, Frankel & Phillips, 1976). Given the self-ownership idea, Nozick 
challenges the presumption that people have a moral claim to goods or services provided by others or the government 
(Varden, 2016). 
 
To compare Rawls and Nozick more broadly, Rawls defines rights as positive entitlements that encompass access to 
resources for human flourishing. Though it clearly results in different access to basic services, Nozick's argument more 
closely aligns with libertarian ideas of rights, which stress the limitation of government power and the preservation of 
personal liberty. 
 
Justice, Rights, and Global Conflicts 
Rawls and Nozick present several points of view on human rights issues, including stateless persons’ rights, 
humanitarian action, and refugee protection. Rawls advocates world cooperation and universal human rights as well as 
actions to defend those whose basic liberties are being abused. Richer nations, in his opinion, have a moral obligation to 
help individuals fleeing persecution or violence with asylum, aid, and encouragement. On the other hand, Nozick 
emphasizes nation-states' sovereignty over their borders and gives first priority to autonomous choices about refugee 
admissions.  In addition to advocating for redistributive justice and compelled aid, he opposes mandated humanitarian 
activities. Rawls's approach offers a framework for managing global conflicts and human rights issues, while Nozick's 
perspective questions state obligations and the role of voluntary rather than forced actions in resolving international 
issues. 
 
CONCLUSION  
Finally, the opposing theories of justice proposed by John Rawls and Robert Nozick essentially present different 
approaches to equality, liberty, and the role of the state. Rawls suggests a society structured on justice and the protection 
of the least advantaged by state action, while Nozick promotes individual autonomy and limited state involvement. Their 
ideas highlight the ongoing struggle between personal rights and collective well-being, therefore influencing current 
debates on world inequality, economic fairness, and healthcare. These models provide insightful, fresh angles as society 
develops to negotiate the complex interactions among justice, rights, and government. 
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