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CommunitarianismCommunitarianism
Communitarianism is a moral system of thought which sees 
the connection between an individual and their community 
as ethically important. It has many different meanings, but 
they all rest on the idea that the ethical (the ‘right’) thing to 

do is decided by an individual’s relationship with their 
community.

Communitarianism and global justice

We’re going to think specifically about the way communitarian ideas inter-
act with ideas about global justice. We know the world is unequal. But is 
it our responsibility to do anything about this? We might decide to – but 
should we have to? It might even be true that we should avoid trying to help 
the poorest, because we owe more to the people closer to us. There are lots 
of different arguments for communitarian approaches to global justice, but 
many of them start by arguing with the thought of John Rawls.
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John Rawls was an American 
philosopher who mostly thought 
about how to work out what made 
a society fair. Rawls thinks we can 
do this by putting ourselves in what 
he calls the ‘Original Position’. This 
is an imaginary situation where a 
person is asked to design a fair 
society, without knowing their 
place within it or what specific 
talents they might have. 

For example, if Messi was in the 
Original Position, he wouldn’t know 
he was a world-class footballer. The 
person is only asked to design the 
principles which decide how the 
society works; they don’t get to 
decide on who actually has what.

Rawls and global justice
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Rawls and FairnessRawls and Fairness
Rawls thinks that if we were asked to put ourselves the Original 

Position, most of us would arrange society so that:

1) Everyone had basic rights and freedoms; and

2) Any inequalities were arranged to benefit the 
worst-off people in the society.

He calls this position ‘maximin’ – maximising the minimum. The idea 
is that because no-one wants to be extremely poor, or to have their 

opportunities limited by poverty, everyone would choose to make the situation 
better for the poorest if they thought they might be one of the poorest. 

Rawls argues that we know this is fair because if the rich didn’t know they were (through 
luck of being born wealthy or intelligent) privileged, they would support this policy. This 

argument has been used to defend real examples of distributive justice: for example, taxing 
rich people more than poor people. The argument can also be applied globally – our 

nationality is just as much about luck as whether we’re born rich or poor. So this means 
we might need to think about what’s fair globally, not just in our country.

Lots of thinkers disagreed with Rawls’ ideas about fairness. There are two main 
arguments which target his ideas about fairness: whether it’s possible to reach 

the Original Position, and whether we should try to in the first place.

Communitarian arguments against Rawls

Some writers, like Alasdair MacIntyre, have argued that it’s not possible for us to 
separate ourselves from our real lives in the way Rawls says we can. The Original 
Position might sound like a promising idea –but MacIntyre thinks that different 
people would come up with different ways of building a ‘fair’ world, because what 
we think is fair is always decided by the beliefs we already have. If we can’t 
separate ourselves from the times, places and communities we’re from, anything 
we think about justice and fairness will always be determined by the specific 
places and experiences which influence us. 

Michael Walzer extends this argument. Even if we could somehow manage to ignore 
our own experiences when deciding on our fair world, he thinks the range of things 
that everyone could agree on would be so small that it wouldn’t let us decide what 
is fair in the first place. Because everyone’s ideas of fairness are different, the only 
things we might be able to agree on would be very basic rights (like not being 
murdered, for example). But this doesn’t seem like enough to tell us what fairness 
in a society or around the world is, surely?



Another criticism of Rawls is less about whether his ideas are practical, 
and more about whether they’re good for people. Rawls’ ideas are based on 
liberalism, a system of thought which sees individuals as the most important 
level in making ethical decisions. However, many communitarians think not 
only that we can’t decide what’s fair through liberalism, but that liberalism is 
actually bad for people. Thinkers like Amitai Etzioni think that liberalism 
separates people from communities which benefit them and help them live in 
harmony. By encouraging people to choose to work longer hours, to pursue 
individual goals in life, and to think of themselves as separate from their 
surroundings, liberalism makes people unhappier and societies less 
functional.

A key example here might be housing in cities which caters for poorer 
people. It might make more sense to each individual in the community to 
bulldoze poor housing and build new homes instead – the quality of homes 
might be higher, and it might be faster to do. But doing this would destroy 
the community which exists around the current housing, which would do 
more damage than the poor housing itself. This is an example of 
communitarian thinking.
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If we can do it, If we can do it, 
should we?should we?

Communitarians aren’t saying we shouldn’t help people in need around 
the world. However, they are saying that the specific communities we 
live in – West London, or a Scottish island, or a village in Swaziland – are 
hugely important in how we decide what our ethical duties to people are. 
Communitarians might argue that because we can only make sense of life 
and ethics through the communities we live in, we owe greater duties to 
the people within those communities. So a communitarian might argue 
that instead of donating to Oxfam, we should donate to a local homeless 
shelter.

What does this mean for global justice?


