
* Corresponding author: Jinyoung Hwang.

Copyright © 2025 Author(s) retain the copyright of this article. This article is published under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Liscense 4.0. 

The philosophical foundations of social justice: A critical analysis of Rawls, Nozick, 
and contemporary theories 

Jinyoung Hwang * 

University of Edinburgh MA Social Policy and Economics, United Kingdom. 

International Journal of Frontline Research and Reviews, 2025, 04(01), 001-010 

Publication history: Received on 04 December 2024; revised on 14 january 2025; accepted on 17 january 2025 

Article DOI: https://doi.org/10.56355/ijfrr.2025.4.1.0016 

Abstract 

This study critically examines the philosophical underpinnings of social justice through an analysis of John Rawls’ and 
Robert Nozick’s contrasting theories and the contributions of contemporary perspectives. Rawls’ theory of "justice as 
fairness" emphasizes equality and the redistribution of resources, using the veil of ignorance to ensure impartiality in 
societal structures. His Difference Principle advocates for inequalities only if they benefit the least advantaged. In 
contrast, Nozick’s libertarian framework prioritizes individual property rights, emphasizing justice in acquisition and 
transfer without endorsing redistributive policies (Bidadanure et al., 2021). The study explores critiques of these 
paradigms, including feminist challenges that highlight gendered power dynamics, communitarian perspectives 
emphasizing the importance of shared social contexts, and the capabilities approach, which prioritizes individual 
flourishing and opportunities over mere resource distribution. These contemporary perspectives enrich the discourse 
by addressing structural inequalities and the limitations of abstract principles in addressing real-world injustices. This 
research also examines the practical implications of these theories for addressing issues such as poverty, gender 
inequality, and global justice in a modern, interconnected world. By comparing traditional and contemporary 
frameworks, the study offers a nuanced understanding of how justice can be conceptualized and applied in diverse 
contexts. It emphasizes the necessity of balancing liberty, equality, and community values to create equitable and 
sustainable societal structures. 

Keywords:  Social Justice; Entitlement Theory; Capabilities Approach; Feminism; Communitarianism; Distributive 
Justice; Global Justice 

1. Introduction

1.1. Background and Context 

Social justice has long been a central concern in political philosophy, shaping the ways in which societies address issues 
of fairness, equality, liberty, and the role of the state. The concept of justice has evolved over time, from its ancient 
philosophical roots to contemporary debates on human rights, distributive policies, and global justice. While the notion 
of justice can be traced back to the foundational works of ancient Greek philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, it has 
taken on new dimensions in the modern era, especially with the advent of liberal political theory. This evolution reflects 
not only intellectual developments but also the changing dynamics of political and economic structures (Stilz, 2019). 

In ancient philosophy, thinkers like Plato and Aristotle were concerned with the nature of justice both in the individual 
and the state. Plato, in his Republic, depicted justice as the harmonious functioning of societal roles, where each 
individual performs their designated task, leading to a well-ordered and just society. Aristotle, in his Nicomachean 
Ethics, advanced the notion of distributive justice, emphasizing the need for resources to be allocated in accordance 
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with merit or need (Stilz, 2019). Although their approaches were different, both philosophers agreed on the necessity 
of justice for societal cohesion, albeit from distinct angles: Plato’s focus on ideal forms and communal harmony 
contrasted with Aristotle’s more pragmatic approach rooted in human capabilities and social practice (Stilz, 2019). 

Fast forward to the modern era, and John Rawls’ seminal work, A Theory of Justice (1971), radically reshaped discussions 
around justice. Rawls offered a comprehensive theory of justice that was grounded in the principles of fairness and 
equality. At the heart of Rawls’ theory lies his concept of “justice as fairness,” which is articulated through two primary 
principles: the first guarantees basic liberties for all, while the second—known as the Difference Principle—permits 
inequalities only if they benefit the least advantaged members of society. Rawls’ innovative use of the original position 
and veil of ignorance—a thought experiment that asks individuals to design a just society without knowledge of their 
own social position—provided a compelling rationale for equality and redistribution, as individuals would naturally 
want to protect their interests in case they ended up in an unfavorable position (Stilz, 2019). 

Rawls’ theory, although groundbreaking, has faced significant criticism, particularly from those who argue that his focus 
on distributive justice undermines the importance of individual property rights and liberty. One of the most notable 
critiques came from Robert Nozick, whose Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974) presents a stark counterpoint to Rawls’ 
vision. Nozick argued for a minimal state, emphasizing individual rights to property and the idea of justice as the 
protection of these rights. According to Nozick’s entitlement theory, justice arises from the acquisition of property 
through just means (such as labor or voluntary exchange), and any redistribution of wealth beyond voluntary exchanges 
or rectifications of past injustices is morally unjust. Nozick’s critique of Rawlsian justice challenges the premise that 
inequalities can be justified through redistribution for the benefit of the least advantaged, suggesting instead that 
individuals have an absolute right to control their own resources, regardless of the outcome. 

Rawls and Nozick represent two of the most influential schools of thought in modern political philosophy. Rawls’ focus 
on fairness and equality contrasts sharply with Nozick’s emphasis on liberty and property rights (Valentini, 2021). Yet, 
their respective theories have not gone unchallenged. The rise of neoliberalism in the late 20th century, which 
prioritizes market efficiency and minimal state interference, has further fueled debates about the feasibility of Rawls’ 
redistributive policies in the context of capitalist economies (Valentini, 2021). Proponents of neoliberalism argue that 
market-driven economies are the best means of ensuring prosperity and individual freedom, asserting that any attempts 
to redistribute wealth are inherently inefficient and morally suspect. 

Meanwhile, communitarian theorists have critiqued both Rawlsian and Nozickian frameworks for being overly 
individualistic and disconnected from the social context in which individuals live. The communitarian perspective, as 
articulated by thinkers like Michael Sandel and Charles Taylor, argues that justice cannot be understood apart from the 
shared values, cultural practices, and social bonds that form the foundation of communities (Valentini, 2021). In this 
view, the liberal emphasis on abstract principles and individual rights neglects the moral and social obligations that 
arise from living within a community. Communitarian critiques thus challenge the universality of Rawls’ original 
position and question whether a theory of justice can be detached from the particularities of culture, tradition, and 
communal ties (Fraser, 2020). 

Contemporary approaches to social justice have also moved beyond the debates between Rawls and Nozick. Martha 
Nussbaum’s Capabilities Approach, for example, introduces a new way of thinking about justice that emphasizes the real 
opportunities available to individuals to function and flourish in society. Unlike Rawls, who focuses on the distribution 
of primary goods, Nussbaum argues that justice should be concerned with people’s ability to achieve various human 
capabilities—such as the ability to live a life of personal dignity, to be healthy, and to engage in meaningful work 
(Valentini, 2021). Her approach is highly relevant in discussions about global justice, where disparities in basic human 
capabilities are seen as a major source of inequality and social injustice. 

At the same time, feminist theorists have expanded the concept of social justice by highlighting the gendered nature of 
social structures and advocating for a more inclusive framework that addresses both the public and private dimensions 
of injustice (Fleischacker, 2019). Feminist scholars such as Judith Butler and Iris Marion Young argue that traditional 
theories of justice, including Rawls’ and Nozick’s, fail to adequately account for the ways in which gender, race, and 
other forms of social identity intersect to create overlapping systems of oppression (Fleischacker, 2019). These critiques 
have led to a deeper understanding of social justice that includes not only economic fairness but also recognition of 
marginalized groups and the dismantling of oppressive structures. 

Global justice has also emerged as an important issue in contemporary discussions. The increasing interconnectedness 
of the world, exacerbated by globalization, calls for a reevaluation of traditional theories of justice. Issues such as climate 
change, global poverty, migration, and human rights require theories of justice that extend beyond national borders and 
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account for the global distribution of resources and opportunities (Fleischacker, 2019). As such, modern social justice 
theories must grapple with the ethical implications of global inequality and the responsibilities of both individuals and 
states in addressing transnational injustices. 

This chapter has set the stage for an examination of these foundational and contemporary theories of social justice, 
providing an overview of key ideas and critiques. The following sections explored Rawls’ and Nozick’s theories in depth, 
critically comparing their approaches to justice and equality. Additionally, contemporary perspectives, including the 
capabilities approach, communitarian critiques, and feminist revisions, were analyzed to shed light on their implications 
for modern theories of justice. Through this examination, the study aims to provide a comprehensive and nuanced 
understanding of social justice, focusing on how these theories can inform practical policy decisions in today’s 
increasingly complex world. 

1.2. Research Purpose and Objectives  

The purpose of this study is to critically analyze the philosophical foundations of social justice as articulated by John 
Rawls, Robert Nozick, and contemporary theorists. By scrutinizing their arguments, this work seeks to illuminate the 
strengths, limitations, and practical implications of these theories for addressing modern social challenges. 

1.2.1 The study’s objectives are 

• To summarize and evaluate the core arguments of Rawls’ A Theory of Justice and Nozick’s Anarchy, State, and 
Utopia, focusing on their approaches to equality, liberty, and the role of the state. 

• To compare Rawls’ justice as fairness with Nozick’s entitlement theory, particularly in their handling of 
distributive justice and state intervention. 

• To explore contemporary critiques and alternative approaches, such as the capabilities framework and 
communitarian critiques, which challenge or build upon Rawlsian and Nozickian ideas. 

• To assess the applicability of these theories to real-world issues, such as poverty, inequality, and global justice, 
and their relevance in modern societies. 

Through this analysis, the study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of social justice that bridges theoretical 
insights with practical considerations, offering a critical perspective on how justice can be conceptualized and pursued 
in diverse contexts. 

1.3. Research Questions 

1.3.1 Primary Question 

• How do Rawls’ and Nozick’s theories of justice compare, and what are the implications of contemporary 
critiques for their views on equality and fairness? 

1.3.2 Sub-questions 

• What is the central distinction between Rawls’ concept of justice as fairness and Nozick’s entitlement theory? 
• How do Rawls and Nozick address issues of distributive justice, liberty, and state intervention? 
• What are the strengths and weaknesses of Rawls’ and Nozick’s approaches in addressing real-world issues of 

social inequality and justice? 
• How do contemporary theories, such as Martha Nussbaum’s capabilities approach or communitarian critiques 

of liberalism, challenge or build upon the foundations laid by Rawls and Nozick? 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. John Rawls and the Theory of Justice  

2.1.1 The Original Position and the Veil of Ignorance 

At the heart of John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice is a methodological device designed to ensure impartiality in determining 
principles of justice: the original position and the veil of ignorance. In the original position, individuals are imagined as 
rational agents deliberating on the principles that will govern society. Crucially, they are placed behind a veil of 
ignorance, stripping them of knowledge about their social status, abilities, preferences, and circumstances (Schafer, 
2022). This ensures that their chosen principles are not biased by self-interest but instead reflect fairness for all. The 
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veil of ignorance enforces the idea that justice should not favor specific individuals or groups, fostering a universal 
perspective that prioritizes equality and fairness. 

2.2. Two Principles of Justice 

2.2.1 Rawls articulates two principles of justice 

• Equal Basic Liberties: This principle guarantees fundamental rights such as freedom of speech, religion, and 
political participation. It reflects Rawls’ prioritization of individual autonomy and the protection of democratic 
institutions. 

• The Difference Principle: This principle permits social and economic inequalities only if they benefit the least 
advantaged members of society. Rawls argues that this framework incentivizes productivity while safeguarding 
against unjust disparities. 

2.2.2 Justice as Fairness 

Rawls’ concept of "justice as fairness" underpins his vision of a well-ordered society. By emphasizing fair opportunities 
and equitable outcomes, Rawls advocates for structuring institutions in ways that enable all individuals, especially the 
least advantaged, to thrive. His framework seeks to reconcile the competing demands of liberty and equality, proposing 
a social contract where rational agents agree on principles that promote both fairness and mutual advantage. 

2.2.3 Criticisms of Rawls 

2.2.3.1 While influential, Rawls’ theory has faced significant critique 

• Libertarian Critique (Nozick): Robert Nozick, in particular, challenges the Difference Principle, arguing that it 
entails excessive state intervention. For Nozick, redistributive policies infringe on individual property rights 
and liberty, undermining the moral integrity of free market exchanges. 

• Feminist Critique: Feminist philosophers such as Susan Moller Okin criticize Rawls for his gender-neutral 
approach, arguing that it neglects the entrenched social structures that perpetuate gender inequality. Okin 
highlights that the family, a primary institution of social justice, is overlooked in Rawls’ framework. 

• Communitarian Critique: Communitarians like Michael Sandel contend that Rawls’ abstraction of individuals 
from their social and cultural contexts is unrealistic. They argue that justice cannot be divorced from the 
community and shared values that shape individual identity and moral reasoning. 

Rawls’ theory remains a cornerstone of political philosophy, but its abstraction and perceived limitations in addressing 
complex social realities invite ongoing critical engagement. 

2.3. Robert Nozick and the Entitlement Theory  

2.3.1 Nozick’s Critique of Rawls 

In Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Robert Nozick directly challenges Rawls’ vision of distributive justice. Nozick introduces 
the entitlement theory, which prioritizes individual rights and property ownership. He contends that individuals are 
entitled to their holdings as long as they were acquired through just means: 

• Justice in Acquisition: The original acquisition of holdings must be fair and not deprive others of their ability to 
acquire resources. 

• Justice in Transfer: Voluntary exchanges or transfers between individuals must be free from coercion or fraud. 
• Rectification of Injustice: In cases of past injustices, steps must be taken to rectify wrongful acquisitions or 

transfers. 

Nozick’s critique of Rawls centers on the latter’s distributive principles, which he argues unjustly prioritize end-state 
outcomes over historical processes. For Nozick, justice is not about achieving a particular pattern of resource 
distribution but about respecting individual choices and property rights. 

2.3.2 The Minimal State 

Nozick advocates for a minimal state, limited to protecting individuals from force, theft, and fraud while enforcing 
contracts. He argues that any state beyond this—such as one engaging in redistributive taxation—is inherently unjust. 
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Redistributive policies, according to Nozick, violate individual rights by treating citizens as mere means to achieve 
societal ends, akin to forced labour. 

2.3.3 Historical vs. End-State Principles 

A key distinction between Nozick and Rawls lies in their approaches to justice. Rawls emphasizes an end-state principle, 
focusing on the outcomes of resource distribution based on fairness. In contrast, Nozick’s historical approach insists 
that justice hinges on the processes by which holdings are acquired and transferred. Nozick rejects patterned theories 
of justice, arguing that they necessarily involve unjust interference in individual liberty (Nussbaum, 2020). 

2.3.4 Criticisms of Nozick 

2.3.4.1 Nozick’s entitlement theory has also faced substantial critique 

• Egalitarian Critiques: Critics argue that Nozick’s framework permits extreme inequalities, neglecting the 
structural disadvantages faced by marginalized groups. His emphasis on property rights is seen as insufficient 
to address poverty and social injustice. 

• Feasibility of the Minimal State: Skeptics question whether a minimal state can effectively protect rights 
without expanding its scope. In practice, ensuring justice in acquisition and transfer may require substantial 
state intervention. 

• Historical Injustices: Nozick’s theory struggles to address the enduring effects of historical injustices such as 
slavery and colonization. Critics argue that rectifying these wrongs necessitates redistributive measures that 
Nozick opposes (Nussbaum, 2020). 

While Nozick offers a compelling defense of individual liberty, his minimal state vision and resistance to redistribution 
raise questions about its viability in addressing societal inequalities. 

2.4. Contemporary Critiques and Alternative Theories  

2.4.1 The Capabilities Approach 

Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach offers an alternative to Rawls and Nozick, focusing on what 
individuals are able to do and be. Unlike Rawls’ emphasis on primary goods, the capabilities approach evaluates justice 
based on real freedoms and opportunities. It highlights dimensions such as health, education, and political participation, 
advocating for policies that enable individuals to live meaningful lives (Kymlicka, 2019).  This approach addresses 
limitations in Rawls’ framework, particularly its failure to account for the specific needs of marginalized groups, 
including those with disabilities or women facing systemic inequality. 

2.4.2 Communitarian Critique 

Communitarian thinkers like Michael Sandel and Charles Taylor critique both Rawls and Nozick for their emphasis on 
individual autonomy. They argue that such frameworks neglect the role of community, tradition, and shared values in 
shaping justice. For communitarians, justice cannot be abstracted from the social and cultural contexts in which 
individuals live. Sandel, for example, challenges the notion of the self as independent of its attachments, emphasizing 
that moral reasoning is embedded in community life (Muldoon, 2019). 

2.4.3 Feminist Perspectives on Justice 

Feminist critiques underscore the gendered dimensions of justice often overlooked by mainstream theories. Susan 
Moller Okin criticizes Rawls for ignoring the family as a site of injustice, where unequal power dynamics and unpaid 
labor perpetuate gender inequality (Muldoon, 2019). Feminists argue for a broader conception of justice that addresses 
both public and private spheres, advocating for the redistribution of power and resources to achieve gender equity 
(Muldoon, 2019). 

2.4.4 Integrating Critiques 

These contemporary approaches challenge the abstractions of Rawls and Nozick, offering more inclusive and context-
sensitive frameworks. They emphasize the importance of addressing social structures, historical injustices, and diverse 
human needs, broadening the scope of justice to encompass issues of identity, community, and capability (Flikschuh, 
2020). 
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Through these critiques and alternatives, the philosophical discourse on social justice continues to evolve, grappling 
with the complexities of modern societies and the diverse dimensions of human flourishing  

3. A Comparative Analysis of Rawls and Nozick 

3.1. Justice as Fairness vs. Entitlement  

3.1.1 Equal Distribution vs. Just Acquisition 

John Rawls and Robert Nozick represent two distinct approaches to justice, focusing on fairness and entitlement, 
respectively. Rawls’ theory emphasizes distributive justice, advocating for equal basic liberties and the Difference 
Principle, which justifies inequalities only if they benefit the least advantaged members of society (Sandel, 2021). This 
principle ensures that societal institutions are structured to promote fairness and reduce systemic disadvantages. For 
Rawls, justice is fundamentally about creating conditions for all individuals to thrive, particularly those at the margins 
(Sandel, 2021). 

In contrast, Nozick’s entitlement theory rejects distributive frameworks in favor of historical justice. Justice, for Nozick, 
is rooted in the processes of acquisition, transfer, and rectification. As long as holdings are acquired justly and 
transferred voluntarily, their distribution is irrelevant. Redistribution, from Nozick’s perspective, violates property 
rights and individual liberty (Sandel, 2021). This stark divergence highlights the tension between end-state and 
historical principles: Rawls seeks to achieve equitable outcomes, while Nozick prioritizes the integrity of individual 
transactions. 

3.1.2 Role of the State 

Rawls envisions an active role for the state in ensuring justice. Through taxation and social programs, the state 
redistributes resources to support public goods, education, and welfare systems (Okin, 2020). Rawlsian justice requires 
institutional mechanisms to correct imbalances and protect the least advantages. This aligns with his vision of fairness 
as a collective responsibility. 

Conversely, Nozick advocates for a minimalist state, limited to protecting individuals from coercion, theft, and fraud, 
and enforcing contracts. He views any state intervention beyond these functions, especially redistribution, as a violation 
of individual rights (Okin, 2020). For Nozick, the state should not impose collective goals on individuals, emphasizing 
instead personal autonomy and responsibility. This minimal role aligns with his libertarian ideals but raises questions 
about its ability to address systemic inequalities. 

3.1.3 Liberty and Equality 

The tension between liberty and equality is a central point of divergence between Rawls and Nozick. Rawls argues for 
a balance: while liberty is fundamental, it must be compatible with equal opportunities and the protection of the least 
advantaged. His Difference Principle reflects this balance, ensuring that inequalities serve a broader social purpose 
(Okin, 2020). 

Nozick, on the other hand, elevates liberty as paramount, viewing equality as secondary and often incompatible with 
freedom. He contends that redistributive policies infringe on individual autonomy, treating people as means to societal 
ends (Okin, 2020). This uncompromising focus on liberty underscores Nozick’s critique of Rawls, but it also highlights 
the limitations of his approach in addressing structural inequities. 

3.2. Practical Implications of Each Theory  

3.2.1 Rawlsian Society 

In a Rawlsian society, justice as fairness would guide social policies to promote equitable opportunities and outcomes. 
Taxation, for instance, would be progressive, redistributing wealth to fund public goods and social welfare programs. 
Healthcare would be universal, ensuring access to basic services irrespective of income (Okin, 2020) . Education would 
be a cornerstone of equality, designed to level the playing field for disadvantaged communities. 

Rawls’ emphasis on the Difference Principle would lead to robust social safety nets, aimed at reducing poverty and 
mitigating the effects of systemic inequalities. Policies would prioritize the needs of the least advantaged, fostering a 
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sense of collective responsibility and social cohesion (Okin, 2020). However, critics argue that Rawlsian policies may 
stifle economic incentives and innovation by placing constraints on wealth accumulation and market freedoms. 

3.2.2 Nozickian Society 

A society inspired by Nozick’s principles would look markedly different. The minimal state would limit its role to 
enforcing laws, protecting property rights, and rectifying injustices in acquisition or transfer. Social welfare programs 
and redistributive taxation would be absent, leaving individuals responsible for their own economic well-being. 

In practice, this could result in significant inequalities, as wealth disparities would be preserved and amplified through 
voluntary market transactions. While proponents argue that this fosters innovation and individual initiative, critics 
contend that it neglects the structural barriers that disadvantage certain groups (Sen, 2019). A Nozickian society risks 
entrenching poverty and social exclusion, as it lacks mechanisms to address systemic inequities. 

3.2.3 Real-World Feasibility 

When assessing the feasibility of these theories in addressing contemporary challenges such as poverty, inequality, and 
social justice, Rawls’ framework appears more practical. Modern societies are characterized by complex inequalities, 
many of which stem from historical injustices and systemic barriers (Sen, 2019). Rawls’ focus on institutional fairness 
and collective responsibility offers tools to address these challenges through policies that promote social welfare and 
equal opportunities. 

Nozick’s vision, while appealing in its emphasis on individual liberty, struggles to address the realities of structural 
disadvantage. Historical injustices, such as slavery or colonization, have left enduring legacies that require proactive 
intervention to rectify (Sen, 2019). A minimalist state, as envisioned by Nozick, cannot tackle these deep-seated issues, 
leaving marginalized communities vulnerable. 

That said, both theories offer valuable insights: Rawls provides a framework for equitable social policies, while Nozick 
highlights the importance of respecting individual rights and avoiding overreach by the state (Sen, 2019). In practice, a 
hybrid approach that balances liberty with equality may be necessary to navigate the complexities of justice in the 
modern world. 

4. Contemporary Theories of Social Justice 

4.1. Analysis of Contemporary Theories: Bridging Gaps in Traditional Frameworks  

The contemporary theories of social justice, including the Capabilities Approach, Communitarianism, and Feminist 
Revisions, offer significant advancements and critiques of traditional frameworks like those of John Rawls and Robert 
Nozick. These newer approaches address various limitations in the classical theories, reflecting a broader 
understanding of justice that goes beyond economic redistribution or abstract principles of fairness. 

The Capabilities Approach introduced by Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen marks a paradigmatic shift in how social 
justice is conceptualized. One of the most important critiques it brings to traditional theories is the emphasis on human 
functioning and flourishing over the distribution of resources or goods. In Rawls' framework, justice is largely about 
ensuring a fair distribution of primary goods, which assumes that individuals can convert these goods into valuable 
functioning. However, as Nussbaum argues, this assumption overlooks the real-life disparities that affect how 
individuals can translate resources into meaningful outcomes. Factors such as disability, social exclusion, and 
entrenched gender roles significantly limit individuals' abilities to exercise their freedoms, making Rawls’ focus on 
resources insufficient (Taylor, 2022). The capabilities approach, therefore, provides a more nuanced understanding of 
justice by centering on what individuals are actually able to do—be it lead a healthy life, engage in political participation, 
or pursue education. In this way, the approach prioritizes human agency and well-being rather than abstract notions of 
equality or property rights, as seen in Rawls’ and Nozick’s models (Taylor, 2022). 

However, the Capabilities Approach is not without its challenges. One major criticism is its difficulty in implementation. 
Measuring capabilities, as Nussbaum acknowledges, is complex because it involves subjective judgments about what 
constitutes a "flourishing" life. For instance, determining whether a person has the capabilities to participate in political 
life or achieve basic literacy can vary depending on context, which complicates policy-making and international 
comparisons (Taylor, 2022). Additionally, some critics argue that by focusing on individual capabilities, the approach 
may neglect broader structural inequalities that require systemic change—something that redistributive theories like 
Rawls’ address more directly. 
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On the other hand, Communitarianism challenges both Rawls’ and Nozick’s individualistic frameworks by emphasizing 
the role of community, culture, and social context in shaping justice. The communitarian critique points out that Rawls’ 
notion of the "original position" and Nozick’s emphasis on individual property rights abstract individuals from their 
social realities, which can lead to policies that disregard cultural and communal contexts (Taylor, 2022). According to 
communitarian theorists such as Michael Sandel and Charles Taylor, justice should be viewed through the lens of shared 
values and communal responsibilities. This is particularly important in pluralistic societies where individuals are 
embedded in various social networks, each with its own norms, traditions, and communal goals. In this sense, justice 
must engage with the lived experiences of individuals and the communities to which they belong. 

While communitarianism enriches our understanding of justice by considering cultural and social contexts, it also faces 
substantial criticisms. One of the major drawbacks is its potential to justify exclusionary practices. If justice is framed 
by communal norms, this could lead to the marginalization of minority groups whose values and practices do not align 
with those of the dominant community (O’Neil, 2020). Moreover, communitarianism has been criticized for its inability 
to reconcile conflicting communal values in a diverse society. Given that different communities may have radically 
different views on what constitutes justice, communitarianism risks endorsing conflicting and potentially oppressive 
practices under the guise of cultural preservation (O’Neil, 2020). 

Feminist revisions of social justice have significantly broadened the scope of justice theories by highlighting gendered 
power dynamics and the inequalities embedded in both public and private spheres. Philosophers like Susan Moller Okin 
argue that Rawls’ and Nozick’s theories fail to address how deeply ingrained gender norms and roles shape people’s life 
chances (O’Neil, 2020). Rawls' focus on primary goods and Nozick's emphasis on individual property rights do not 
account for the ways in which the social division of labor and unpaid domestic work disproportionately affect women. 
Feminist perspectives, therefore, advocate for a more inclusive concept of justice that tackles not just the distribution 
of material resources but also the power dynamics that perpetuate gendered inequalities. 

The feminist critique has profoundly reshaped the discourse on justice, particularly by insisting on the inclusion of 
traditionally overlooked areas such as reproductive rights, unpaid labor, and gender-based violence. Feminists also 
argue for extending justice beyond the public sphere to include the family and domestic settings, where gender 
inequalities are most pronounced (O’Neil, 2020). However, feminist approaches face challenges in their attempt to 
reconcile gender justice with other forms of social justice, such as racial and class-based justice. Critics argue that 
focusing exclusively on gender can overlook the intersectional nature of oppression, where race, class, and other social 
identities intersect with gender to create more complex forms of injustice. 

In conclusion, the contemporary theories of social justice discussed above—capabilities, communitarianism, and 
feminist revisions—offer significant contributions to the understanding of justice in the modern world. They critique 
traditional theories for their abstract treatment of justice and push for a more contextual, inclusive, and human-
centered approach. However, these theories also come with their own set of challenges, particularly in terms of practical 
application and addressing intersecting forms of inequality. Despite these difficulties, they significantly broaden the 
scope of social justice by highlighting the importance of human agency, community, and structural inequalities, offering 
a richer, more nuanced view of justice than traditional liberal frameworks. These contemporary perspectives not only 
challenge existing paradigms but also pave the way for a more holistic understanding of justice that can address the 
complexities of modern societies. 

4.2. Analysis of Contemporary Theories: Bridging Gaps in Traditional Frameworks  

The contemporary theories of social justice, including the Capabilities Approach, Communitarianism, and Feminist 
Revisions, offer significant advancements and critiques of traditional frameworks like those of John Rawls and Robert 
Nozick. These newer approaches address various limitations in the classical theories, reflecting a broader 
understanding of justice that goes beyond economic redistribution or abstract principles of fairness. 

The Capabilities Approach introduced by Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen marks a paradigmatic shift in how social 
justice is conceptualized. One of the most important critiques it brings to traditional theories is the emphasis on human 
functioning and flourishing over the distribution of resources or goods. In Rawls' framework, justice is largely about 
ensuring a fair distribution of primary goods, which assumes that individuals are able to convert these goods into 
valuable functions. However, as Nussbaum argues, this assumption overlooks the real-life disparities that affect how 
individuals can translate resources into meaningful outcomes (Cohen, 2019). Factors such as disability, social exclusion, 
and entrenched gender roles significantly limit individuals' abilities to exercise their freedoms, making Rawls’ focus on 
resources insufficient. The capabilities approach, therefore, provides a more nuanced understanding of justice by 
centering on what individuals are actually able to do—be it lead a healthy life, engage in political participation, or pursue 
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education. In this way, the approach prioritizes human agency and well-being rather than abstract notions of equality 
or property rights, as seen in Rawls’ and Nozick’s models. 

However, the Capabilities Approach is not without its challenges. One major criticism is its difficulty in implementation. 
Measuring capabilities, as Nussbaum acknowledges, is complex because it involves subjective judgments about what 
constitutes a "flourishing" life (Stromer-Galley, 2020). For instance, determining whether a person has the capabilities 
to participate in political life or achieve basic literacy can vary depending on context, which complicates policy-making 
and international comparisons. Additionally, some critics argue that by focusing on individual capabilities, the approach 
may neglect broader structural inequalities that require systemic change—something that redistributive theories like 
Rawls’ address more directly. 

On the other hand, Communitarianism challenges both Rawls’ and Nozick’s individualistic frameworks by emphasizing 
the role of community, culture, and social context in shaping justice. The communitarian critique points out that Rawls’ 
notion of the "original position" and Nozick’s emphasis on individual property rights abstract individuals from their 
social realities, which can lead to policies that disregard cultural and communal contexts. According to communitarian 
theorists such as Michael Sandel and Charles Taylor, justice should be viewed through the lens of shared values and 
communal responsibilities. This is particularly important in pluralistic societies where individuals are embedded in 
various social networks, each with its own norms, traditions, and communal goals. In this sense, justice must engage 
with the lived experiences of individuals and the communities to which they belong. 

While communitarianism enriches our understanding of justice by considering cultural and social contexts, it also faces 
substantial criticisms. One of the major drawbacks is its potential to justify exclusionary practices. If justice is framed 
by communal norms, this could lead to the marginalization of minority groups whose values and practices do not align 
with those of the dominant community. Moreover, communitarianism has been criticized for its inability to reconcile 
conflicting communal values in a diverse society. Given that different communities may have radically different views 
on what constitutes justice, communitarianism risks endorsing conflicting and potentially oppressive practices under 
the guise of cultural preservation. 

Feminist revisions of social justice have significantly broadened the scope of justice theories by highlighting gendered 
power dynamics and the inequalities embedded in both public and private spheres. Philosophers like Susan Moller Okin 
argue that Rawls’ and Nozick’s theories fail to address how deeply ingrained gender norms and roles shape people’s life 
chances. Rawls' focus on primary goods and Nozick's emphasis on individual property rights do not account for the 
ways in which the social division of labor and unpaid domestic work disproportionately affect women. Feminist 
perspectives, therefore, advocate for a more inclusive concept of justice that tackles not just the distribution of material 
resources but also the power dynamics that perpetuate gendered inequalities (Cohen, 2019). 

The feminist critique has profoundly reshaped the discourse on justice, particularly by insisting on the inclusion of 
traditionally overlooked areas such as reproductive rights, unpaid labor, and gender-based violence. Feminists also 
argue for extending justice beyond the public sphere to include the family and domestic settings, where gender 
inequalities are most pronounced (Cohen, 2019). However, feminist approaches face challenges in their attempt to 
reconcile gender justice with other forms of social justice, such as racial and class-based justice. Critics argue that 
focusing exclusively on gender can overlook the intersectional nature of oppression, where race, class, and other social 
identities intersect with gender to create more complex forms of injustice. 

The contemporary theories of social justice discussed above—capabilities, communitarianism, and feminist revisions—
offer significant contributions to the understanding of justice in the modern world. They critique traditional theories 
for their abstract treatment of justice and push for a more contextual, inclusive, and human-centered approach. 
However, these theories also come with their own set of challenges, particularly in terms of practical application and 
addressing intersecting forms of inequality. Despite these difficulties, they significantly broaden the scope of social 
justice by highlighting the importance of human agency, community, and structural inequalities, offering a richer, more 
nuanced view of justice than traditional liberal frameworks. These contemporary perspectives not only challenge 
existing paradigms but also pave the way for a more holistic understanding of justice that can address the complexities 
of modern societies.  

5. Conclusion 

This paper has explored the foundational theories of social justice articulated by John Rawls and Robert Nozick, their 
critiques, and the contemporary perspectives that seek to address their limitations. Rawls’ theory of justice emphasizes 
fairness, advocating for equal basic liberties and the Difference Principle, which prioritizes the well-being of the least 
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advantaged. In contrast, Nozick’s entitlement theory focuses on individual property rights and minimal state 
intervention, grounded in the principles of just acquisition and transfer. These frameworks provide contrasting visions 
of justice, balancing liberty, equality, and the role of the state. 

The critiques of these theories reveal their limitations. Libertarian, feminist, and communitarian critiques highlight 
tensions in Rawls’ emphasis on fairness and Nozick’s prioritization of liberty. Contemporary perspectives, such as the 
capabilities approach, communitarian critique, and feminist revisions, enrich the discourse by incorporating 
considerations of human flourishing, social context, and structural inequality. 

This comparative analysis underscores that justice in modern societies requires balancing individual freedoms with 
collective responsibilities and addressing systemic inequalities. Theoretical insights from Rawls, Nozick, and their 
critics remain essential for understanding and addressing contemporary challenges such as poverty, gender inequality, 
and global climate justice. 
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