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John Rawls (1921-2002) has been rightly recognized as highly
influential in contemporary political philosophy. Rejecting
utilitarianism according to which just institutions are to maximize the
aggregate satisfaction of desires, Rawls formulates a new version of
the social contract theory in order to show the possibility of a well-
ordered society in which the basic rights and liberties of all citizens as
free and equal persons are provided. Although being appreciated by
many commentators as highly valuable, Rawls’s theory has been
criticized for lacking a clear conception of the political. To examine
this view, Rawls’s conception of the political must be fully
understood. Moreover, since the idea of a free-standing political
conception of justice plays a fundamental role in the Rawlsian theory
of justice, the analysis of his conception of the political seems to be
necessary and fruitful. The analysis of the fundamental ideas and
concepts such as reasonableness and reciprocity, which we view as
central to Rawls’s theory of justice, shows that the core of justice as
fairness, even before what is called his communitarian turn in Political
Liberalism, is Rawls’s conception of the political. Taking the
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distinction between persons and peoples seriously, he considers the
political as a reasonable way in which the preservation of the self and
the other at both domestic and international level is ensured. Although
this reveals a normative conception, the normative content is not
imported from outside the political; that is why justice as fairness can
be a normative and moral conception, and yet political, independent of
any comprehensive doctrines, liberal or whatever.

Keywords: John Rawls, justice as fairness, the political, rationality,
the relationship of "self" and "other", reciprocity, Chantal Mouffe

Extensive Abstract

John Rawls' theory of justice as fairness has been the focus of
many studies in various fields since its initial presentation. The scope
of these studies is to the extent that, according to some experts, Rawls'
political philosophy can be considered one of the theoretical fields of
interdisciplinary research in fields such as moral philosophy,
economics, and political science. However, his theory has also been
subject to serious criticism. Since this theory is known as a liberal
theory, Rawls has always been subject to criticism that has generally
affected liberal views. Criticism of the liberal understanding of
politics is one of these cases. In this article, we have pointed out that
politics for Rawls implies a reasonable way of confronting the "self"
and the "other" which has five dimensions:

1. In a context of resource scarcity, conflict of interests and
differences in values are possible.

2. Internally, it is related to the relationship of individuals with
each other and with the government within the “fundamental structure
of society” and externally, to the “fundamental structure” of relations
between people.

3. It is not dependent on any kind of “comprehensive doctrine”.

4. 1t is related to the “fair” conditions for the realization of justice
and stability in liberal and illiberal societies.

5. It enables the mutual protection of the “self” and the “other”.

Then, through philosophical analysis and utilizing the theoretical
framework of significative-paradigmatic narrative, it has been shown
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that Rawls' two seemingly different interpretations of the political—
namely, the political as matters related to governance and power, and
the political as public action—can be placed under a single concept:
the political as a rational mode of engagement between the "self" and
the "other" concerning the reasonable organization of the fundamental
structure of society. For this purpose, by analyzing the adjective
"political" in Rawls' main works, the constituent elements of the two
different interpretations of the political in these works were
demonstrated. In other words, using D. D. Raphael's lexical analysis,
two different combinations in the relevant texts were clarified: the
adjective "political" in the first combination is logically related to the
categories of governance and power, while in the second combination,
it is related to a specific method of solving public issues. Then, an
effort was made to enhance the coherence of Rawls' main idea, which
is a political interpretation of justice, so that Rawls' understanding of
the political could be articulated with greater conceptual clarity and
ambiguities in understanding his theory could be reduced.

In carrying out this enhancement, an effort was made to rely on
Rawls' intended distinction between concepts and interpretations to
formulate and express these two combinations in a single idea. This
idea was: the concept of the political as a rational mode of
engagement between the "self" and the "other," insofar as it pertains to
the realm of the fundamental structure of society (at the domestic
level) and the structure of relations among nations (at the international
level). This idea includes both the concept of the political—i.e.,
matters concerning relations between individuals and governance at
the domestic level and relations among nations at the international
level—and an interpretation of the political, which is a rational
method for organizing the fundamental structure of society and
community where "self" and "other" relations are formed within them
and under their auspices. Therefore, in justice as fairness, the political
is understandable from both a domain-oriented perspective and a
process-oriented perspective. From a domain-oriented perspective, it
is limited to the fundamental structure of society, while from a
process-oriented perspective, it is a rational mode of engagement
between "self" and "other," not any type of relationship in the public
sphere or relations related to governance and power.
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Contrary to Chantal Mouffe's assumption, in Rawls' theory, the
political is not only not absent but is also at its core. The normative
and ethical nature of Rawls' theory does not imply a failure to
recognize the reality of conflict. On the contrary, through ideas such
as overlapping consensus, objective and subjective grounds, and
reasonableness, Rawls takes seriously both conflictual realities and
power dynamics. What his theory cannot accept as a normative theory
i1s recognizing these categories as constitutive components of the
political.

Moreover, many criticisms directed at him arise from neglecting
his theory's internal logic and accurately understanding ideas such as
the original position and reasonableness. In better terms, although his
political interpretation is ethical and normative, this normative content
has not been imposed from outside the realm of politics but has been
articulated based on a political criterion. In clearer terms, within this
framework, instead of discussing correct or incorrect distinctions or
good and evil or ugly and beautiful distinctions, one can speak about a
political distinction independent of comprehensive moral doctrines—
namely, a distinction between what is reasonable and unreasonable.

Rawls' theory also does not overlook the boundary between friend
and enemy or the formation of a "we" against "them" in politics. What
Rawls does not accept is not the possibility of engaging with "the
other," but rather abandoning individuals' and nations' fates to
contingencies that are arbitrary or random in nature. Here lies a
discussion about concepts such as reciprocity and reasonableness,
which express the necessity for mutual protection between "self" and
"other." Therefore, Rawls has considered the protective aspect of
politics. Understanding this protective aspect requires attention to
distinguishing between what is rational and what is reasonable as well
as understanding how reasonableness relates to reciprocity.

In discussing the discursive subject, it should also be noted that this
discussion is descriptive within political sociology rather than
normative within political philosophy. How political subjects are
constructed has no connection to Rawls' theory. Similarly, discussions
about identity in the political arena are not related to Rawls' theory;
although his theory of justice does not contradict viewing issues
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discursively or considering collective identity's role in politics as
important. In this context, Rawls' theory becomes relevant when
discussing judgments about whether individuals belonging to a
specific discourse have made reasonable decisions or whether they
engage politically in reasoning and justification or stand based on
force or deception or their incidental position of power. Rawls' theory
does not aim to provide a description of how discourses have formed
as they have until now; rather, his theory provides a criterion for
evaluation and serves as a guide for action in politics.
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. original position
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2. reasonableness
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4. rational

5. fair-minded

6. judicious

7. logical
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1. inclusiveness
2. exclusion
3. self-determination
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