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Are nonhuman animals deserving of justice?


Let me be frank: While writing this paper, I too am tackling the occurrence of justice in my personal life. The ear-aching question is repeated over and over again in my mind: what is justice? On the news, you hear of organisations, individuals, or philosophical arguments that drape over their faces; a veil made of sheer tulle. Finally, I have found people to know of justice and so many of them! However, often, I am tricked by my senses into believing something is true, and real. If a myriad of people all claim to know of justice, why is it from where I stand that people still live in fear, break out into violence, traffic kids, pollute the earth, start wars and massacre animals? With no means of any empirical or logical knowing, simply feeling and imagination are the tools at my disposal. They dictate my agreement or disagreement with those who claim to know of justice. I can’t justify not tackling this issue at the start, for the title is too dictated by the relation we have given it to justice, in changing the ending to love, bikes, and so on, the entire papers construction has altered. I intend to answer the title of this paper the best I know how, but as we know, changing the title will alter the papers construction, and yet multiple questions can mean the same thing, no? How are you? Are you ok? how are things? With the help of John Rawls and his Theory of Justice, I aim to find a suitable concept of justice concerning social institutions, as factory farms and the animals in it are part of society a sewing of connecting themes can be made for contrast. If Rawls’s justice is inadequate I will replace the concept of justice entirely or continue the search elsewhere. Only after will I then ask if animals deserver justice and give my opinion on it. 

In John Rawls’s Theory of Justice, first, the type of justice that pervades social institutions is known as social justice. Rawls assigns little focus to the abstract appearance of justice and targets the principles of justice and its role in social institutions. Conceptions of social justice are what Rawls calls social ideals. He explains that to conceive of social justice would be to provide an appearance of distributive aspects of the basic structure that need reassessment. The basic structure of society is the primary subject of justice for Rawls; more clearly, ‘the way in which the major social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the division of advantages from social cooperation’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 4). By the term major social institutions, Rawls is referring to ‘political constitutions and the principal economic and social arrangements’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 4). This is a key piece of information to incorporate when justice is mentioned; we are prone to mishearing, and when concepts are brought up, we stand in relation to our pre-conceived notion of things in arguments. Is it not true a lot of arguments arise from misunderstanding? I mentioned tackling my own occurrence of justice in the introduction, what I took from these events is all participants felt misheard. David Schmidtz’s look into justice was apparent from the get-go; ‘First, we define and refine a concept’s edges only when the need arises. Second, the needs spurring us to define the edges of justice tend to be conflicting’ (Schmidtz, 2006, p. 5). Smchidtz isn’t positing this as justice, but simply elements within justice. It’s almost as if Schmidtz is viewing justice as a tool which we can use to reach an advantageous position within social institutions. By following one’s own position on individual concepts and ascribing events to be defined as unjust or disrespectful, even if there are overlapping similarities in the events that proceed from story to story, from the start, my feelings and pre-defined concepts will alter the experience I go through, we are subject to misinterpretation unless clearly stated defined concepts are discussed. For this occasion, a clear stance of Rawls’s poking of justice is prudent to staying on track. 
Through attacking the principles of justice in contrast, to major social institutions, Rawls comes to define the principles of social justice as ‘a way of assigning rights and duties in the basic institutions of society and they define the appropriate distribution of the benefits and burdens of social cooperation’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 3). This idea of justice is ‘the first virtue of social institutions’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 2). In this, social institutions, prior to dishing out benefits or burdens of social cooperation adhere to the principles of social justice. This will become apparent during the essay. 
Thus, a well-ordered society is what? 
A) One that seeks to place its members in advantageous positions
B) When the conception of justice is regulated by a public ideal.
If the role of social justice is as mentioned above, then we are to continuously look into the ways that we distribute benefits and burdens for our social cooperation, as things are in flux. What society, its individuals, and collectives need is changed from epoch to epoch, the principle of social justice in each epoch persists and is purported throughout history with each revolution in science, wage gaps, voting rights, religion or technology. Everyone who cooperates with social institutions, whether it is a major one or not, in actively asserting what benefits one should receive for their collaboration does so with a recognition of the principles of social justice. Here Rawls makes an important point to B; 

“1) everyone accepts and knows that the others accept the same principles of justice, and 2) the basics of social institutions generally satisfy and are generally known to satisfy these principles” (Rawls, 1971)

There’s a foreshadowing of Rawls’s veil of ignorance with this quote, it also asks if all who are in social cooperation with social institutions know of and accept the principles of social justice. What is meant by the conception of justice and is that different to the concept of justice? Rawls believes so, asserting that conceptions of justice arise from the role that the principles of justice play. Take the 1836 Chartist movement asking for political rights for the working class, each member of this movement was already made aware of the principles of social justice by the fact they were working members of a society. ‘Each person must decide by rational reflection what constitutes his good, that is, the system of ends which it is rational for him to pursue’, (Rawls, 1971) as a working member of society each individual decided it was beneficial for themselves to pursue such a route, that is, to work and give to society whilst reaping the benefits of their labour. The choice that was made in this situation of equal liberty determined their principles of justice.  In this case, the conception of justice would be the choice to work, the concept of justice is distinct in its role in bringing these individuals into advantageous positions, guiding their reason to cooperate. By recognising and engaging in this system of social justice, they have essentially stated they are free of equal persons ‘whose relations with respect to one another were fair’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 7) As it is a well-ordered society we live in their voices were heard in 1918 when society passed the reform bill forward.  

Justice as fairness; 
	“The principles of justice for the basic structure of society are the object of the original agreement. They are the principles that free and rational persons concerned to further their own interests would accept in an initial position of equality as defining the fundamental terms of their association. These principles are to regulate all further agreements; they specify the kinds of social cooperation that can be entered into and the forms of government that can be established” (Rawls, 1971, p. 6)

For starters, the concepts of justice and fairness are not the same. When Rawls mentions justice as fairness, he is referring to the principles of justice and the original agreement of them, the initial situation in which we agree to these principles is fair. ‘The principles of justice are chosen behind a veil of ignorance’, (Rawls, 1971, p. 6) those who come into society don’t come with a knowledge of their place in society, nor do they know their strength, intelligence, or conceptions of good. No matter where you are born or if you are disabled, you have the ability to cooperate with the social justice principle to gain benefits. Christian Ronaldo was poverty-stricken before he made it big, I bet he didn’t know his capabilities in football would reach fame as a young boy or his position in the world before being famous. In realising the principles of justice as something that can further his own interests and creating his conceptions of concepts it guided the kinds of social cooperation that he entered, ‘a cook in the hospitality industry and a cleaning lady’ (Wikipedia Foundation, 2025) to a footballer. 

On pages seven and eight Rawls battles the arguments to what a rational being is and to what principles of justice be chosen in the original agreement. He sanctions the principle of utility for scrutiny, only to find it was ‘incompatible with the conception of social cooperation among equals of mutual advantage’. (Rawls, 1971, p. 7) Rawls goes onto to discuss views on utilitarianism, perfectionism, and contractarianism, his closing remarks of justice after comparing them to these other views is that ‘justice as fairness’ is not a complete contract theory. It includes relations from person to person but not of how we conduct ourselves with animals. Again, Rawls dives back into his theory of justice, trying to ‘ascertain which principles it would be rational to adopt given the contractual situation’ [footnoteRef:1](Rawls, 1971, p. 9). In the above statements, Rawls has called us rational beings, bringing to us choice in matters relating to the principles of justice, hence calling the justice as fairness a contract theory. He argues that rules to choosing are to be done with the veil of ignorance. Knowing you are wealthy the conceptions of justice that you vote in could be to raise taxes, but a poor person would oppose this. The point being, we are to enter contracts in social institutions by choosing principles of justice behind a veil of ignorance, that is, ‘to represent the desired restrictions one imagines a situation in which everyone is deprived of this sort of information’. (Rawls, 1971) Hoping to work on the basis of equality between us as moral agents, defining equality as ‘systems of ends are not ranked in value; and each man is presumed to have the requisite ability to understand and to act upon whatever principles are adopted’, (Rawls, 1971) this with the veil of ignorance defines the principles of justice as ‘those which rational persons concerned to advance their interests would consent to as equals when none are known to be advantaged or disadvantaged by social and natural contingencies’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 17).  [1:  Theory of justice, page 15, Rawls considers the contractual theory to encompass ‘all virtues and not only for justice’ (Rawls, 1971)
] 


How does this relate to animals? Sentientism is an ethical philosophy concerned with giving moral considerations to all sentient beings for further vindication for animals, Mary Midgley and Robin Attfield argue for non-human animals in their books, the myths with live by and Theory of Value and Obligations, actively fighting Anthropomorphic sentientism which believes it is only humans that deserve moral consideration. Rebekah Humphreys in her and Nithini Varghese’s paper ‘The trio model: A new, transformative framework for an old, broken system’ (Humphreys, 2023) declares the system as broken whilst inadvertently or purposefully following Rawls’s theory of justice. In imagining non-human animals as like humans deserving moral consideration, they have found conceptions of justice that don’t seek to put everyone in a fair and equal position from the outset, that of Anthropomorphic sentientism. ‘Indeed, in the context of a growing global population, the use of intensive methods for mass-produced meat is an unjust food production practice, particularly considering the significant food inequalities that exist worldwide’. (Humphreys, 2023) It’s clear that animals are being mistreated with the billions of animals that are slaughtered yearly. If we are aligning them with human beings in possessing desires, and similar characteristics capable of bring themselves into moralities scope, then justice as fairness needs to consider them as well. Just as we would a baby, or a disabled person. Yes, animals don’t speak our language verbally, but they exhibit body language and have been known to understand ours. By domesticating a dog, I am entering a contract with this dog to which the dog knows through cooperation that they will be looked after, and their role is determined by what the operator desires their role to be. This is liable to fault as we can’t properly communicate with them, however in imaging their situation and encompassing it in the principles set forth, some sort of harmony is found where I am not attacked by the dog, and it isn’t being harmed by me. 

Rawls’s justice as fairness I would advocate for as it provides other sentient characters in society a chance to partake in a just system. I know animals can’t communicate verbally with humans, I know animals don’t use money, can’t build things, and so on. I don’t aim to work out any principle of justice right now, but simply that justice as fairness is a model I can work with, and with it I am able to posit that animals do deserve justice. There are many cases where elephants are seen as emotionally intelligent creatures, and at times rage when done with being mistreated. Some animals seek revenge, or ask for help. They too, seem to recognise the social justice with human social institutions, in their own way they seek to reap the rewards of cooperating with social institutions, the fact that we can domesticate animals of varying danger levels shows that they are able to socially cooperate with us so we don’t get killed, and they don’t either. 

In conclusion, Rawls provides an adequate concept of justice that applies to all sentient beings whilst remaining just. What is occurring in the world today with factory farms and other conceptions of justice is an awful act, one that does not follow justice as fairness, and whether we can know for sure animals possess sentience, we should still consider them in moral stances. A lot of time was spent analysing Rawls’s theory of justice and the essay itself lacked excitement due to tiredness, that being the case, an answer was still provided. More time perhaps spent on linking this theory of justice to animals would be prudent, as well as data on animal cruelty, but those that are interested will surely look online for themselves. Finally, if we are to imagine principles of justice taking animals into account, what principles do you think would be applicable? 
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