‘undamental Ideas

Four Roles of Political Philosophy

+We begin by distinguishing four rales that political phulosophy reay
£ agpart of a society’s public poliical culture. Consider first its practical
ansing frora divisive political conflict and the need w0 setile the prob-
{ order,

rere are long periods in the history of any society during which certain
juestions lead to deep and sharp conflict and it seeros diffieultif not
ssible to find any reasoned coruruen ground for political agreement.

lustrate, one historical origin of liberalism is the Wars of Religion in
biteenth and seventeenth centuries following the Reformation; these
ns opened a long controversy about the nght of resistance and lib-
»of conscience, which eventually led to the formulation and often reluc-
t aceeptance of some form of the principle of toleration. The views in
yeke's Letter on Toleration (1680) and Montesquiew’s The Spirit of Laws
8} have a long prehistory. Hobbes’s Lesiathan (3652)—surely the great-
t work of political philosophy in English—is concerned with the problem
rider during the turmoil of the English civil wary and so also 1s Locke’s

veond Treatise (also 168g). To ilhustrate in our own case how divisive con-
¢t miay lead to political philosophy, recall the extensive debates between
deralists and Anti-Federalists'in 1787-88 over ratification of the Constitu-
1 and how the question of the extension of slavery in the years before
he Civil War called forth fundamental discussions of that institution and of
e gature of the union between the siates.
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We suppose, then, that one task of political philosophy—its practical

despite appedrances, some underlying basis of philosophical and moral
‘agreemient cau be uncovered, Ur ifsuch 2 basis of agreement cannot be
found, perhaps the divergence of philesophical and moral opinion at the
root of divisive political differences can at least be narrowed so that social
cooperation on a footing of mutual respect among citizens can stll be main-
tained.

To fix ideas, consider the conflict between the claims of liberty and the
claims of equality in the tradition of democratic thought. Debates over the
last two centuries or so make plain that there is no public agreement on
how basicinsttations are to be arranged so as to be most appropriate to the
freedom and equality of demoeratic-eitizenship. Thereds a divide between
the tradition derived from Locke, which siresses what Constant called “the
liberties of the modemns™—{reedom of thought and liberty of conscience,
certain basic rights of the person and of property, and the rule of law—and
the tradition derived from Rousseau, which stresses what Constant called
“thie liberties of the ancients”—the equal political liberties and the values of
public life.! This overstylized contrast brings out the depth of the confher.

3

This condlict is rooted not only in differences of social and economic in-
terests but also in differences between general political, economie; and so-
cial theories about how instimtions work, as well as in different views about
the probable consequences of public policies. Here we focus on another
root of the contlict: the different philosophical and moral doctrines that
deal with how the competing claims of iberty and equality are to be under-
stood, how they are to beordered and weighed against each other, and how
any particular way of ordering them is to be jusubied.

1.2 1 note brefly three other rolesof political philosophy which we con-
sider further as we proceed. Qae s that political philosophy may conib-
ute: (o how a people think of dheir poliical and socal instdngions as a
whole, and their hasic atms and purposes as a somety with a history-—a na-
tlon-—as opposed to their ainis and purposes as individuals, or as members
of fwrnilies and associations. Moreover, the members of any civilized society

1. See “Liberty of the Ancierss Compared with That of the Moderns” (1819}, in Benja-
win Constant, Pelitival Writings, trans. and: ed. Blancamavia Fontana {(New Yerk: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1988}, Constant’sdates: 1767-1830. The phrase “liberties ofthe an-
cients™ refers to the liberties of native-born male ctizens specified by the rights of political
participation in the Athenian democracy a, say, the time of Peticles,
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ed a conception that enables them to understand themselves as members
ving a certain polincal status—in « democracy, that of equal cinzenship—
o how this siatus aflects their relaton w0 thear social world.
This need political philosophy may try to answer, and this role 1 call that
orientation.’ The idea s that it belongs to reason and refleetion {both
soretical and practical} to orient us in the {conceptual} space, say, of all
vssible ends, individual and associational, political and social. Pobtical
hilosophy, as a work of reason, does this by specifving principles to wden-
¢ veasonable and rational ends of those varipus kinds, and by showing
those ends can cohere within a well-articulated conception of a just
1 reasonable society. Buch a conception may offer a unified framework
hin which proposed answers to divisive guestions can be made consis-
it and the insights gained from different kinds of cases can be brought to
ar on one another and extended to other cases.

3. A third role, stressed by Hegel in his Philosophy of Right (1821), is
{ reconciliation: political philosophy may try to calm our frustration
d rage against our soclety and 1ts history by showing us the way in which
anstitutions, when properly understood from a philosophical point of
w; are rational, and developed over time as they did 1o attain their pres—
. rational form. This fits one of Hegel’s well-known sayings: “When

.at the world rauonally, the world looks rationally back” He secks for
conciliation—Versdhnung—that is, we are to accept and affinmn our so-
world positively, not merely to be resigned to it

Elfui be Comer:}ed with thas voie of political philosophy in several re-
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of reasonable ‘piuraiism “which characterizes a society wnh Ere::e instifu-

ng makes this mpmszbie * This is the fact of pmfgund and irreconcilable
vreiices in citizens’ reasonable comprehensive religious and philosophi-
-conceptions of the world, and in their views of the moral and aesthetic

viltes to be sought in human hife. But this fact 15 not always easy o accept,

¢ The rerm and s meaning is suggested by Kant’s use of it in his essay “Was Heisst:
siam Denken arientieren®” Kant% gemmmeﬁée Schriften, PrenBischen Akademie der
‘issenschalten, vol: 8 (Berlin, 1912}, Forhim, reasorn is simitacly the faculty of orientation as
ery briefly characterized in the text.

3. For the meaning of “reasoniable™ as used in the text, see
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and politizal philosophy may try to reconcileus 0 1t by showing us the rea-
son and indeed the political good and benefits of

Again, political society is not, and cannot be, an agsocianon. We do not
enter it voluntardy. Rather we simply find ourselves in 3 particular political
soclety at a certain moment of historical e, We might think our presence
i it, our being here, is not free. In what sense, then, can citizens of a de-

mocracy be free? Or as we shall ask e wemuaﬂv what is the outer limit of our
freedom (§26)?

One can try to deal with this question by viewing political society m a
certiin way, narmely,as a far system of cooperation over tme from one gen-
eration to the next, where those engaged i cooperation are viewed as free
and equal ciizens and normal cooperating members of sooiety over a core-
W plete Life. We then oy to forroudate prindiples of politieal justice such that of
ithe basic structure of saciety—the rain political and social institutions and
the way they fit together as one scheme of cooperation—satisfies those prin-
ciples, then we can say without pretense and {akery that citizens are indeed
free and equal.*t

1.4, The fourth role is a variation of the previous one. We view political
philosophy as realistically utopian: that is, as probing the linuits of practica-

ble political possibi lm Cur hope for the future of our society rests on the

belief that the social “vor}ﬁ allows at least a decent polineal order, so that a
reasonably just; though not perfect, democratic regime is possible, So we
ask: What weuld a just democratic society be hike under reasonably favor-
able but stll possible historical conditions, conditions allowed by the kaws
angd tendencies of the sociad world? What ideals and principles would such
a society try to realize given the circumstances of justice n a democratic
culture 25 we know them? These circumstances anclude the fact of reason-
able pluralism. This condition is permanent as it persists indehnitely under
free democpatic Tnsitutons .

The fact of Teasen ahie Diurahsm Limits what is practicably possible un-
der the condit

,.4 ,

it soctal world, as opposed to conditions In other
historical ages when people are often said to have been united (though per-
haps they never have been) in affirming one. comprehensive conception.

4. The idea of political philosaphy as reconciliation must be inveked with-cage. For polis-
ical philosophy s always in quer of being used corruptly as a defense of an urjust and un-
wosrthy status quo, and:thus of betng deological in Marx’s sense. From time o tine we must
ask whether justice as {airness, or any sther view, is ideslogival in this way; and if not, why
nat? Are the very basic ideas it uses ideclogical® How can we show they are not?
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A Fair Sywtem of Coeperation

BY

;sgdera e beneﬁts wouid be to reconci Ie us in pdri to our condmou Of
rae, there Is a question about how the Hmits of the practicable are dis-
ool and what the conditions of our social werld in faet are; the problem
& 15 that the limits of the possible are not given by the actual, for we can
& greater or lesser extent change political and secial nstitutions, and
else. However, I shall not pursue this deep question here.

e o o e . . ‘
Sogctety as a Fair System of Cooperation o Sk S0
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2t As [ osaid above, one practicable aim of justice as fairness is © pro-u.

» an aceeptable philosophical and moral basis for democratic instites ™ ¥
angd thus to address the question of how the claims of hiberty and . s
lity are to be understood. To this end we look to the public po 'mal

re af a democratic society, and to the traditions of interpre
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stitution and basic laws, for certain & muitiar ideas that can be worked up P ‘;
N

3 concepuon of political justice, It i assumed that citizens 2 demo- N
sosoclety have at least an implict understanding of these ideas as o

o everyday political discussion, in debates about the meanmg and 7
nd of constitutional rights and liberties, and the like.” W
me of these famibar 1deas are more basic than others. Those we use to

mize and to give structure o justice as fairness as a whole [ count as
amental ideas. The most fundamental idea in this coneeption of justice

idea of somety as a far systom of soual cooperation over time from
neraton to the next ( Theory, $1: 4). We use this wdea as the central

mzing idea in trying to develop a political conception of justice for a

ratic regime.

his central idea is worked out in conjunction with two companion fun-
mental ideas. These are: the idea of vitias

5 free and equal persons (S, and
5

s {those engaged i coopera-

is a society eflec twelv zeguiatgd b

5 Fhe exposttion of Justics as firaess staws with these famillar idess. In dus way we
it B with the common sense of everydsy Hfe, Bue beosuse the exposition bf,g:m veith
su¢ idess does not mean that the argumentfor gustios as fziness simply agsumes them as s
sig- Besepthing depends on how the exposition works out as a whole and whether the
sas and privciples of this conception of justivs, as well as its conchisions, prove accepatbile
n dué rellection; See §10.



