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Abstract 

This paper explores the comparative philosophy of justice as articulated by John Rawls and B.R. 

Ambedkar, two influential thinkers who, though separated by context and tradition, converge on 

the central concern of building a just society. Rawls, through his theory of “justice as fairness,” 

emphasizes equal basic liberties, fair equality of opportunity, and the difference principle, 

employing the original position and veil of ignorance as tools for impartial reasoning within 

liberal democratic institutions. Ambedkar, in contrast, frames justice as the annihilation of caste 

and the realization of liberty, equality, and fraternity, focusing on the lived experiences of social 

exclusion and the necessity of structural reform. While Rawls offers a universal and abstract 

model of distributive justice, Ambedkar presents a pragmatic and context-specific vision rooted 

in the socio-political struggles of India. Their comparative analysis highlights both the 

universality and contextuality of justice, offering critical insights for contemporary debates on 

equality and democracy. 
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Introduction 

The idea of justice has remained one of the most enduring and contested themes in political 

philosophy, and its interpretations vary across cultural, historical, and socio-political contexts. 

John Rawls, in his seminal work A Theory of Justice (1971), put forth the concept of “justice as 

fairness,” grounded in the principles of equal basic liberties, fair equality of opportunity, and the 

difference principle, where social and economic inequalities are justified only if they benefit the 

least advantaged members of society. His methodology, through the thought experiment of the 

“original position” and the “veil of ignorance,” sought to establish a rational and impartial 

foundation for distributive justice in liberal democratic societies. In contrast, B.R. Ambedkar, the 

principal architect of the Indian Constitution and a fierce critic of caste oppression, envisioned 

justice as the annihilation of caste and the realization of liberty, equality, and fraternity in social, 

political, and economic life. Unlike Rawls’ largely abstract, universalist, and ideal-theoretical 

framework, Ambedkar’s conception of justice was deeply rooted in the lived realities of Indian 

society, particularly the structural discrimination, economic deprivation, and social exclusion 

faced by Dalits and other marginalized groups. For Ambedkar, social democracy was impossible 

without first dismantling the oppressive caste system and ensuring substantive equality through 
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legal safeguards, affirmative action, and political representation. While Rawls emphasized 

fairness within already functioning liberal institutions, Ambedkar highlighted the necessity of 

radical structural reform to create conditions where those institutions could operate justly. Their 

philosophies, though emerging from different contexts, converge in their concern for the 

marginalized and in their search for a just social order, but they diverge in method and 

emphasis—Rawls focusing on hypothetical reasoning to secure fairness, and Ambedkar 

grounding justice in historical struggles and social emancipation. A comparative study of these 

two thinkers thus illuminates the universal and contextual dimensions of justice, offering both 

theoretical insights and practical pathways for addressing inequality in diverse societies, making 

their ideas especially relevant in contemporary debates on social justice, democracy, and human 

dignity. 

Significance of the Study 

The comparative analysis of John Rawls and B.R. Ambedkar’s philosophies of justice holds 

immense significance, not only in academic discourse but also in addressing the pressing socio-

political challenges of contemporary societies. Rawls’ framework of “justice as fairness” 

provides a universal, rational, and ideal-theoretical model that has profoundly influenced modern 

liberal democracies by emphasizing the principles of liberty, equality, and fairness as the basis of 

stable social cooperation. Ambedkar, on the other hand, offers a deeply contextual, pragmatic, 

and transformative vision of justice rooted in the lived realities of caste oppression and social 

exclusion, highlighting the urgency of dismantling entrenched hierarchies and ensuring dignity, 

representation, and empowerment for the marginalized. Studying these two thinkers together 

allows for a richer and more comprehensive understanding of justice, combining Rawls’ abstract 

universalism with Ambedkar’s grounded pragmatism. This comparative framework not only 

bridges Western and Indian philosophical traditions but also demonstrates how theories of justice 

must adapt to specific historical and cultural contexts. In an era marked by persistent inequalities, 

systemic discrimination, and growing demands for social justice, the insights of Rawls and 

Ambedkar offer complementary strategies: Rawls’ focus on fairness within institutions ensures 

democratic legitimacy, while Ambedkar’s insistence on structural transformation ensures social 

and moral equality.  

Conceptual Foundation of Justice 

• Defining Justice and Its Historical Roots 

Justice, as a philosophical, social, and political concept, has been central to human thought and 

societal organization, often regarded as the moral foundation upon which institutions and 

communities are built. At its core, justice seeks to establish what is right, fair, and equitable in 

human relations, serving both as a principle of individual conduct and as a guiding norm for 

collective life. Philosophically, it concerns the reconciliation of competing claims and the 
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allocation of rights and duties in a way that upholds dignity and fairness. Socially, it embodies 

the demand for equality and recognition, ensuring that every member of society is treated with 

respect and given access to opportunities. Politically, justice is the organizing principle of 

governance and law, providing legitimacy to institutions and ensuring that power is exercised in 

accordance with moral and ethical standards. Historically, the roots of the idea of justice can be 

traced to the classical Greek philosophers. Plato, in The Republic, viewed justice as the 

harmonious arrangement of parts within the individual soul and the ideal state, where each class 

performs its proper role without interference. Aristotle, in Nicomachean Ethics and Politics, 

distinguished between distributive justice—concerned with the fair distribution of goods—and 

corrective justice—aimed at rectifying wrongs, thereby laying the groundwork for later 

discussions of equity and fairness. Through medieval scholastics like Aquinas, who linked 

justice to divine law, and early modern thinkers such as Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, justice 

evolved as a principle tied to social contracts, natural rights, and the legitimacy of state authority. 

In modern philosophy, Immanuel Kant stressed justice as grounded in universal moral law and 

human dignity, while utilitarian thinkers like Bentham and Mill emphasized maximizing 

happiness as a measure of just arrangements. This intellectual tradition culminated in the 

twentieth century with John Rawls, who in A Theory of Justice articulated “justice as fairness,” a 

framework built on two principles: equal basic liberties for all and the difference principle, 

allowing inequalities only if they benefit the least advantaged. Rawls’ approach provided a 

rational, universal, and institutional method of securing fairness in pluralist societies. In contrast, 

B.R. Ambedkar, engaging with the realities of Indian society, redefined justice not in abstract 

universal terms but in the context of caste-based oppression, economic deprivation, and systemic 

exclusion. For him, justice was inseparable from social and economic equality, and true 

democracy demanded the annihilation of caste and the realization of liberty, equality, and 

fraternity. Thus, while Rawls constructed an ideal framework for fairness within liberal 

institutions, Ambedkar rooted justice in lived struggles, making it a concrete tool for social 

transformation. Together, their perspectives reveal the dynamic evolution of justice as both a 

timeless ideal and a context-bound necessity, bridging philosophical universality with historical 

particularity. 

Philosophical Backgrounds 

• John Rawls (1921–2002) 

John Rawls, one of the most influential liberal political philosophers of the twentieth century, 

reshaped modern debates on justice through his monumental work A Theory of Justice (1971). 

His philosophical project was aimed at providing a moral foundation for liberal democracy in a 

pluralist society where individuals differ in beliefs, values, and life plans. Rawls rejected 

utilitarianism, which justified sacrificing the rights of individuals for aggregate welfare, and 
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instead emphasized fairness as the central tenet of justice. He proposed the thought experiment 

of the “original position,” where individuals, placed behind a “veil of ignorance” that strips away 

knowledge of their social status, class, or natural abilities, would agree upon principles of justice 

that ensure fairness and impartiality. From this reasoning emerged two principles: the first 

guarantees equal basic liberties such as freedom of speech, conscience, and political 

participation, while the second, consisting of the principles of fair equality of opportunity and the 

difference principle, regulates social and economic inequalities so that they benefit the least 

advantaged members of society. Rawls’ methodology combined contractarian reasoning with 

Kantian moral philosophy, envisioning justice as fairness within stable, democratic institutions. 

His framework was abstract, universal, and ideal-theoretical, seeking to reconcile liberty and 

equality in ways that could ensure long-term stability in liberal democratic orders. 

• B.R. Ambedkar (1891–1956) 

Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, in contrast, was not only a philosopher and economist but also a 

social reformer and the principal architect of the Indian Constitution, whose life and thought 

were deeply shaped by his experiences of caste-based discrimination and exclusion. Born into a 

Dalit community, Ambedkar’s personal struggle against untouchability informed his intellectual 

and political vision of justice. For Ambedkar, justice was inseparable from the annihilation of 

caste, as the caste system entrenched hierarchy, inequality, and humiliation. Unlike Rawls’ 

abstract theorization, Ambedkar’s philosophy was rooted in the lived realities of Indian society 

and emphasized the need for structural transformation. His notion of social democracy—founded 

on liberty, equality, and fraternity—sought not only political rights but also economic 

redistribution and social dignity for the marginalized. As chairman of the Drafting Committee of 

the Indian Constitution, Ambedkar institutionalized safeguards such as affirmative action, legal 

equality, and provisions against discrimination, making justice a lived experience rather than a 

mere ideal. Drawing upon Buddhist ethics, Western liberalism, and his own socio-political 

struggles, Ambedkar redefined democracy as a mode of associated living where human dignity 

was paramount. Unlike Rawls, who focused on hypothetical fairness in liberal democracies, 

Ambedkar underscored the urgency of eradicating entrenched systems of oppression before 

justice could flourish. His vision combined radical social critique with pragmatic constitutional 

design, making him a philosopher of both theory and practice. 

Core Principles of Justice – John Rawls 

• Principle of Equal Liberty 

At the foundation of John Rawls’ theory of justice lies the Principle of Equal Liberty, which 

asserts that each individual must have an equal right to the most extensive basic set of liberties 

compatible with a similar system of liberty for all. These liberties include freedom of thought, 

conscience, expression, association, political participation, and the rule of law protecting 
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individual rights. For Rawls, these rights are not negotiable or subject to trade-offs for social or 

economic gains; they are inviolable and must be preserved even if sacrificing them could 

improve overall welfare. This principle emphasizes that justice cannot be achieved in a society 

where some individuals enjoy greater fundamental freedoms than others, as liberty forms the 

very structure of democratic citizenship. Equal liberty thus ensures that individuals are treated as 

free and equal moral persons, preventing the domination of one group over another. Rawls 

prioritized this principle over others in his framework, arguing that liberty should not be 

compromised for the sake of efficiency or economic prosperity. 

• Difference Principle 

The second central element of Rawls’ framework is the Difference Principle, which is perhaps 

the most distinctive aspect of his theory of justice. Unlike libertarian models that justify 

inequalities based on merit, effort, or market dynamics, Rawls insists that social and economic 

inequalities are only acceptable if they work to the advantage of the least advantaged members of 

society. This principle acknowledges the reality of inequality but subjects it to a moral test: does 

the inequality serve to improve the condition of those who are worst off? If not, it is unjust. For 

example, higher salaries or privileges for certain professions may be tolerated only if they 

contribute to overall progress in ways that uplift the disadvantaged, such as through improved 

healthcare, education, or redistribution of resources. The difference principle thereby transforms 

inequality into a tool for social justice rather than a source of oppression, aligning economic 

structures with moral responsibility. Rawls employs this principle to address the arbitrary nature 

of natural talents and social circumstances, arguing that advantages derived from such 

contingencies must benefit everyone, especially those at the bottom of society. This stands in 

sharp contrast to systems that justify entrenched hierarchies by birth or inherited wealth. 

• Fair Equality of Opportunity 

Complementing the difference principle, Rawls introduces the Principle of Fair Equality of 

Opportunity, which goes beyond mere formal equality to address the structural barriers that 

prevent true fairness. Under this principle, positions of advantage and privilege in society should 

not simply be open in name but genuinely accessible to all individuals with similar abilities and 

motivation, regardless of their socio-economic background. For Rawls, equality of opportunity 

requires not only the removal of legal discrimination but also proactive measures to counteract 

systemic disadvantages. For instance, children from underprivileged families should have access 

to quality education and resources comparable to those available to children from affluent 

families, thereby leveling the playing field. Without this substantive fairness, opportunities 

would remain skewed in favor of the already privileged, undermining the very idea of justice. 

This principle directly addresses the influence of birth, class, and social environment, affirming 

that personal achievement should reflect genuine effort and talent rather than inherited 
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circumstances. Rawls’ insistence on fair equality of opportunity reveals his recognition that 

liberty and justice must be supported by institutional structures that dismantle systemic 

inequality, ensuring that all individuals have the real possibility to pursue their aspirations. 

Core Principles of Justice – B.R. Ambedkar 

• Annihilation of Caste as the Foundation of Justice 

For B.R. Ambedkar, the annihilation of caste stood as the most fundamental prerequisite for 

justice in Indian society. Unlike John Rawls, who theorized justice in abstract terms for liberal 

democracies, Ambedkar’s vision of justice was deeply rooted in the lived realities of social 

exclusion, systemic discrimination, and the centuries-old oppression of Dalits under the caste 

system. He argued that the caste hierarchy was not merely a social arrangement but a system of 

graded inequality that perpetuated humiliation, denied basic human dignity, and entrenched 

privilege for the upper castes. Justice, therefore, could not be realized within the caste 

framework; it demanded its complete eradication. Ambedkar insisted that political rights, 

constitutional safeguards, or economic reforms would remain hollow unless accompanied by the 

social revolution of dismantling caste. His famous work Annihilation of Caste (1936) articulated 

this uncompromising demand, challenging orthodox Hindu traditions and calling for the moral, 

cultural, and structural transformation of Indian society. For Ambedkar, the annihilation of caste 

was not merely a reformist agenda but the foundation upon which true democracy and justice 

could be built, ensuring equality and dignity for all citizens irrespective of birth. 

• Social Democracy: Liberty, Equality, Fraternity 

Ambedkar defined social democracy as the triad of liberty, equality, and fraternity, which he 

considered essential for a just society. Unlike Rawls’ prioritization of liberty over equality, 

Ambedkar treated these values as interdependent, where the absence of one would render the 

others meaningless. Liberty, for him, meant not only individual rights and freedoms but also the 

emancipation of oppressed communities from social and economic bondage. Equality implied 

not just formal legal equality but substantive equality, encompassing economic redistribution, 

access to education, and the elimination of entrenched hierarchies. Fraternity, drawn from both 

Enlightenment ideals and Buddhist ethics, represented the moral glue binding society together, 

without which liberty and equality could degenerate into conflict or fragmentation. Ambedkar 

repeatedly emphasized that political democracy, as enshrined in the Indian Constitution, would 

remain unstable if not accompanied by social democracy. He cautioned against a situation where 

India might achieve political independence yet remain shackled by social inequality and caste 

oppression. Thus, social democracy, rooted in liberty, equality, and fraternity, was Ambedkar’s 

holistic framework for justice, aiming to transform not only the political structure but also the 

cultural and moral foundations of society. 

• Focus on Structural Change, Representation, and Redistribution 
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Ambedkar’s conception of justice was profoundly pragmatic, focusing on structural change, 

representation, and redistribution to uplift marginalized communities. Recognizing that centuries 

of exclusion had left Dalits and other oppressed groups at a severe disadvantage, he argued that 

justice required active state intervention through constitutional safeguards, legal protection, and 

affirmative action. Representation was key: Ambedkar ensured that the Indian Constitution 

included provisions for reserved seats in legislatures, government jobs, and educational 

institutions to guarantee that the voices of historically marginalized groups were not silenced. 

Redistribution was equally crucial, as Ambedkar saw economic inequality and caste oppression 

as intertwined; land reforms, access to resources, and economic empowerment were necessary to 

dismantle caste-based exploitation. Unlike Rawls, whose difference principle permitted 

inequalities under certain conditions, Ambedkar rejected systemic inequalities altogether, 

demanding radical social transformation to achieve substantive equality. Furthermore, his turn 

towards Buddhism later in life reflected his belief in an ethical and spiritual foundation for 

justice, where compassion, dignity, and fraternity replaced caste-based exclusion. By combining 

structural reforms with moral principles, Ambedkar redefined justice not as a theoretical 

construct but as a lived reality, achievable only through dismantling oppressive systems and 

empowering the marginalized. His vision thus integrates legal, social, economic, and moral 

dimensions, making justice a transformative force aimed at building a democratic society rooted 

in equality and human dignity. 

Philosophical Goals 

• John Rawls 

John Rawls’ philosophical goal was to provide a framework for achieving stability in pluralist 

societies through fairness, ensuring that individuals with diverse moral, religious, and 

philosophical beliefs could coexist under a just system. His theory of “justice as fairness” was 

designed as a solution to the fundamental problem of how free and equal citizens could establish 

and maintain social cooperation on fair terms despite their differences. Rawls emphasized that 

stability could only be achieved when institutions were arranged in ways that all citizens, 

regardless of their background, would find reasonable and acceptable if placed in the “original 

position” behind the “veil of ignorance.” By giving primacy to equal basic liberties, guaranteeing 

fair equality of opportunity, and permitting inequalities only under the difference principle, 

Rawls aimed to reconcile liberty and equality in a manner that would ensure both legitimacy and 

stability in democratic systems. His project was largely ideal-theoretical, focusing on the 

construction of a just society as a moral ideal and demonstrating how fairness could serve as the 

binding principle in a pluralist political order. Thus, Rawls’ ultimate goal was to secure a society 

that is not only just but also stable over time, sustained by the voluntary commitment of its 

citizens to principles they could all endorse as fair. 
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• B.R. Ambedkar 

B.R. Ambedkar’s philosophical goal, on the other hand, was far more contextual and radical: to 

create an egalitarian society by dismantling the caste hierarchy and ensuring dignity for the 

marginalized. For Ambedkar, the entrenched system of caste was the primary obstacle to justice, 

as it denied equality, perpetuated exploitation, and stripped millions of basic human dignities. 

His vision of justice was not confined to abstract theorization but rooted in the practical struggles 

of Dalits and other oppressed groups in India. Ambedkar sought to reimagine democracy not just 

as a form of government but as a way of life, grounded in the principles of liberty, equality, and 

fraternity. His constitutional efforts, including provisions for affirmative action, legal safeguards 

against discrimination, and political representation for marginalized groups, reflected his 

determination to restructure society in ways that empowered the oppressed. Ambedkar believed 

that political independence would remain hollow without social and economic democracy, 

insisting that true justice could only be achieved by eradicating caste and creating conditions 

where every individual could live with dignity and self-respect. His later embrace of Buddhism 

underscored this commitment, as he sought a moral and spiritual basis for equality that rejected 

caste-based hierarchies and emphasized compassion and fraternity. Ultimately, Ambedkar’s goal 

was to transform Indian society from a deeply hierarchical structure into an egalitarian one, 

ensuring that democracy became not just a political arrangement but a lived reality of justice and 

human dignity. 

Conclusion 

The comparative study of John Rawls and B.R. Ambedkar’s philosophies of justice reveals two 

distinct yet complementary approaches to understanding and realizing a just society, each shaped 

by its unique context and intellectual trajectory. Rawls, working within the framework of liberal 

political philosophy, articulated “justice as fairness,” emphasizing equal basic liberties, fair 

equality of opportunity, and the difference principle to secure stability in pluralist democracies 

through rational agreement and impartiality. His vision was largely ideal-theoretical, aimed at 

constructing a moral foundation for democratic institutions where fairness could reconcile liberty 

and equality. Ambedkar, by contrast, developed his philosophy of justice in response to the harsh 

realities of caste oppression, social exclusion, and systemic inequality in India. For him, justice 

was not an abstract principle but a transformative force requiring the annihilation of caste, the 

establishment of social democracy through liberty, equality, and fraternity, and the 

empowerment of marginalized communities through structural reform, representation, and 

redistribution. While Rawls provided a universal model for fairness applicable to modern liberal 

societies, Ambedkar grounded justice in lived struggles, demanding radical social change to 

secure dignity and equality for the oppressed. Their differences—Rawls’ idealism versus 

Ambedkar’s pragmatism, abstraction versus contextual reform—highlight the diverse ways in 
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which justice can be theorized and pursued. Yet, their common concern for the marginalized and 

their shared commitment to fairness underscore the universality of justice as a guiding principle 

for humanity. Together, Rawls and Ambedkar expand our understanding of justice, bridging the 

gap between Western liberal thought and Indian social reform, and offering valuable insights for 

addressing the persistent inequalities and challenges of contemporary societies. 
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