
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Justice and Democracy. 

Some Preliminary Reflections 

 

Asger Sørensen 
 
Abstract: Lately my work within political philosophy has been circulating around 

two interconnected relations, namely respectively the one between justice and 

democracy and the other between liberalism and republicanism. In this paper I 

sketch the arguments for four small points. First, mainstream political philosophy 

of the center ignores democracy. This is mainly a critique of Rawls. Second, the 

critical perspective of the periphery reveals injustice. Here attention is called to 

philosophers benefitting from the marginal perspective such as Habermas, 

Durkheim, Arteta and Dussel. Third, democracy is not just a way of life; it needs a 

state. It is therefore necessary to criticize some commonplaces about liberal 

democracy, but also to remind ourselves about the anarchist critique of the state. 

Fourth, in all of these arguments Spain can make a difference due to its unique 

political experience and perspective. Keywords: justice, democracy, liberalism, 

periphery, critical theory 

 

Lately my work within political philosophy has been 

circulating around two interconnected relations, namely respectively 

the one between justice and democracy and the other between 

liberalism and republicanism. I have used this occasion – a conference 

explicitly focusing at justice arranged by the department, where I stay 

as a visiting researcher – to gather some of my reflections on this 
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theme, although they are still at a very preliminary stage – therefore 

the title! The paper consists of four small parts, each arguing a point. 

First, mainstream political philosophy of the center ignores 

democracy. Second, the critical perspective of the periphery reveals 

injustice. Third, democracy is not just a way of life; it needs a state. 

And finally fourth, Spain makes a difference. 

 

1. Mainstream political philosophy of the center ignores 

democracy 

 

Using the distinction between center and periphery, one can 

say that the center of political philosophy for many years has made 

John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice (1971) and his Political Liberalism (1993) 

the common reference (Goodin & Pettit, 1993: 2). Personally, by 

coincidence, I also was introduced to the mainstream of political 

philosophy by having to write on the works of Rawls, first the 

Introduction to the Danish translation of A Theory of Justice, plus a 

Postscript on Political Liberalism (Sørensen and Jacobsen, 2005), and in 

this perspective I later analyzed Rawls’ The Law of Peoples (Sørensen, 

2009). Mainstream political philosophy thus discusses the principles 

of justice, and, as for instance emphasized by Amartya Sen in his The 

idea of Justice, in this discussion emerges the well-known distinctions 

between deontology and consequentialism, equality and freedom, 

formalist and realist, liberals and communitarians, entry orientated 

and results/end oriented etc.(Sen, 2009: 379-86). Most of this 

discussion is summarized and analyzed in various degrees of detail in 

the chapters of what has become a standard textbook, Will 

Kymlicka’s Contemporary Political Philosophy (2002).  
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What is striking, however, is that only few within this field 

mention and even fewer discuss the precondition of realizing the 

principles of distributive justice, namely that there is a society, where 

this can be expected to be possible. Rawls talks about a ‘well ordered’ 

society and later about ‘decent’ societies, but when it comes to the 

question of government only in very little detail. And Anglo-phone 

political philosophy in general has followed him in that. However, my 

simple intuition is that a theory of distributive justice must include 

considerations on the benignity of those in power, that is, those who 

have the power to redistribute the basic goods. The probability of an 

equal or fair distribution must be significantly greater, when power is 

equally divided among the citizens of a state, and this is the case in 

democracy, no matter how it is conceived.  

Nevertheless, the mainstream political philosophy just 

referred to has not been preoccupied with the question of organizing 

power. In general the discussions have a clear leaning towards liberal, 

neo-liberal and sometimes even anarchist critique of power. But any 

attempt to enter into discussions of possible legitimacy of any kind of 

organized governmental power is marked by hesitation. In A Theory of 

Justice Rawls accepts the classical liberal attitude, namely that the state 

must be presumed to be a problem in relation to the personal 

freedom of the individual, and this gives him a good opportunity for 

discussing civil disobedience, for instance in the case of the state’s 

demand for military service as in the Vietnam war (Rawls, 1971: §55-

59).1  

In these discussions liberal democracy seems simply to be 

presupposed and taken for granted, and in Rawls’ case it is the US 

version, as Richard Rorty already made clear in his analysis of A 

Theory of Justice (Rorty, 1988). Common knowledge, however, and 

various kinds of republicans remind us that democracy cannot be 
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simply expected, neither normatively nor in fact. Although liberal 

democracy today is a global success story, it is still very young and 

supposedly fragile in many parts of the world. My point here is simply 

that it is necessary both to argue explicitly for democracy and 

constantly to attempt realizing democracy in the best possible way; 

but in such a project the political philosophers of the center leave us 

with only few conceptual resources. 

Of course there are exceptions. One is Sen, who as a 

marginal Indian in the philosophy of the center connects the 

discussion of global justice to the discussion of democracy. In doing 

this Sen explicitly refers to Jürgen Habermas (Sen, 2009: 315 ff; 2011), 

and Habermas has in his critique of Rawls’ Political Liberalism argued 

that justice must be thought of in a wider sense than just distributive 

justice, namely also in terms of autonomy and democracy (Habermas, 

1995). In general my impression is that the importance of democracy 

is emphasized to a much larger degree in the periphery of political 

philosophy, among those who take the perspective of the 

marginalized and suppressed, conceiving of political philosophy as 

critique of injustice rather than positively endorsing and 

conceptualizing the idea of justice. Habermas was raised 

philosophically within such a critical perspective by the original 

Frankfurt school, but as pointed out by the Mexican philosopher 

Enrique Dussel, today Habermas might himself be in need of such a 

critique (Sørensen, 2010). The political philosophy of the center must 

learn from the periphery. The question is just whether it can and if so, 

what it might learn? 

 

2. The critical perspective of the periphery reveals injustice  
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The critical perspective can be influential and revealing in 

various ways in approaching political philosophy. First of all, realizing 

the lack of interest in democracy in the philosophical discussions 

within the western political centers one cannot help getting the 

impression that they – more or less consciously – tend to side with 

the established political power structure. Western mainstream 

intellectuals, and especially in the US, are privileged by being able to 

influence their own life to a degree that they seem to forget, that this 

has only been the case for very few people in the world history and 

only for very short periods of time. We are thus faced with a serious 

ideological blind spot. 

The basic point is that the question of power of course is 

most acute for those subjected to power, whereas those in power 

would have an interest in ignoring the influence of hierarchical power 

structures and persuade others to do so as well. The powerful strata 

of society thus argue for freedom, liberal values and sometimes even 

anarchist ideals. It is obvious that for the liberal a democratic state is 

first of all a state and thus a limitation of the freedom of the 

individual. Therefore the democratic state is only second best, and 

this is the case no matter if the liberal wants a society based on ideal 

human rights or the right of the individuals to pursue personal gains. 

Freedom gives those with the power to act the best opportunities, 

whereas the victims of abuses of such power of course are keen to 

control and somehow neutralize it, or alternatively, to use power to 

counter other powerful elements in social life. 

Here we approach the contemporary discussions about 

liberalism and republicanism (Habermas, 1992b, Patten, 1996, Pettit, 

1998 etc.), and one basic question is what liberalism is. In the US 

Rawls’ Political Liberalism is now the consensus, and the critique of 

political economy is not an issue. In Europe, on the contrary, market 
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economy is often thought of as constitutive also for the political 

aspects of liberalism (Valentin, 2008; Nemo & Petitot, 2006), and 

often this perspective leads to what is now considered a republican 

critique of liberalism. According to republicans the freedom of an 

individual citizen means the possibility of personal gains and 

freeriding. There is always a tendency to corruption of the republic, 

and the republican spirit therefore needs to be rejuvenated constantly 

by education and institutional formation.  

However, in the realized, but always imperfect democratic 

states the incentive to this necessary rejuvenation will probably be felt 

most urgently by the victims of economic and political inequality. The 

demand for democracy in the center can thus be expected to come 

most emphatically from the marginalized, i.e. the poor, the workers, 

the women, and racial, ethnic or other kinds of minorities. And one 

might even hope to encounter the best philosophical arguments for 

democracy as a way of controlling and thus restricting political power 

among those vulnerable to abuses of power, or those identifying with 

such a position.  

One good inspiration for understanding the value and the 

function of democracy in such a perspective is Émile Durkheim’s 

writings (Durkheim, 1950; Sørensen, 2012d). Son of a rabbi in 

monarchist, catholic France, born in the disputed border regions close 

to Germany, and reminded of French anti-Semitism by the Dreyfus 

affair, Durkheim supports the democracy of the young French 

democratic republic before the First World War both in arguments 

and institutionally. Another promising inspiration is Habermas, born 

in Germany 1929, experiencing Nazism at first hand and by instinct 

(and formation) a leftwing anti-authoritarian in the 1960’ies and 

70’ies. However, maybe after experiencing the young German 

democracy threatened by the combination of the Red Army Fraction 
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and the authoritarian reaction of the Federal German Government, 

he became the foremost philosopher of institutional social democracy 

in the 1990’ies with Faktizität und Geltung (Habermas, 1992a; 1992b; 

Sørensen, 2012c; 2013).  

Or take Aurelio Arteta in San Sebastian (2003; 2008), born 

in fascist Spain 1945 and experiencing in the young Spanish 

democracy with transition, military coups etc., being personally 

threatened by the ETA. Or take Axel Honneth, who is rightly famous 

for emphasizing the experience of alienation and violation, and who – 

when he finally in 2011 got to his comprehensive arguments for 

democracy as ‘Sittlichkeit’ – recognized the important contribution of 

Durkheim (Honneth, 2011: 494-501).  

The most promising approach, however, I think comes from 

Dussel, born in populist Argentina in 1934 and bombed by fascists in 

the 1970’ies into exile in Mexico. He explicitly and consistently has 

taken the perspective of the victims of suppression and exploitation, 

arguing for their liberation. What is important here is that Dussel 

includes the victims of the liberal democracies of the north-western 

center, that is, the southern periphery. Inspired by Levinas and 

classical critical theory for Dussel liberal democracy can be perceived 

as allied with capitalism and therefore complicit in the exploitation of 

the working poor all over the world. Still, Dussel like Habermas 

argues in his mature political philosophy for a radical democracy and 

the state of law (Dussel, 2007; 2009).  

 

3. Democracy is not just a way of life; it needs a state 

 

Relating to discussions of principles of justice is of course 

obligatory in political philosophy, but so should discussing the 
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realization of justice and thus the best way to rule a society be. 

Recognizing this is the basic element in my selection of inspiration for 

political philosophy, and in general I therefore emphasize the 

question of democracy. Nevertheless, the established discussion of 

democracy also has its blind spots. 

First, liberal democracy is often taken to be the highest form 

of democracy, but, as exposed brilliantly by Rafael del Aquila in the 

Postscript to Historia de la teoría politica (1995), the conflict between the 

two elements, liberalism and democracy reflects a basic contradiction 

in the very idea of liberal democracy, which is not so easy to 

overcome. The conflict is one between human rights and political 

rights, between being a man and a citoyen (a citizen). If this conflict is 

posed in terms of freedom, then the question is whether freedom 

only possible through the state pace Hegel, Durkheim and the 

republicans, or if even the democratic state is a threat to freedom? As 

indicated above, I would tend to argue for former position, but I 

recognize the validity of the latter. 

Second, an internationally recognized standard text book 

such as David Held’s Models of Democracy, hardly mentions Rawls or 

the question of justice, and anarchism as the ultimate critique of 

power is explicitly ignored. Instead Held recognizes that democracy 

has its limits. One such limit is private property, but here it is possible 

to imagine forms of democratic ownership. Another limit is brought 

forward by discussions of the idea of transnational and cosmopolitan 

democracy (Held, 2006: 290-310; Habermas, 2004). The point is here 

that if democracy is considered a form of government by the people, 

then it is limited in scope, namely by the people in question, who are 

to rule themselves. However, as Honneth has shown, if the concept 

of democracy is radicalized as for instance by Karl Marx or John 
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Dewey (Honneth, 1998), then one can get ambitions about 

transgressing such limitations (Held, 1991; 2006).  

The general ambition expressed by modern proponents of 

democracy like Held, Habermas and Honneth is to disentangle 

democracy from the state and to make it a feature of civil society. 

Civil society transcends borders, and that makes it possible to 

conceive of democracy at a global scale. Still, one might argue that 

this is actually the recipe for a nightmare, since disregarding state and 

government actually implies leaving up everything to the invisible 

hand, the general equilibrium and even the law of the jungle 

(Scheuerman, 2009). The ambition of developing democracy beyond 

the state reflects the liberal attitude to the state, namely that the state 

in itself constitute a problem. Following, for instance, Durkheim, or 

the Honneth’s reconstruction of Hegel (Honneth, 1999), one could 

also argue that the state is the solution or more precisely, the 

precondition of democracy. My hunch is that this is correct. One 

must argue for establishing state-like institutions to secure democratic 

participation; non-governmental organisations are not enough. 

Here we get down to some very basic questions of political 

philosophy: Why be political? Why not just moral? Is the regulation 

by states and governments necessary at all? As made obvious by 

Robert E. Goodin and Philip Pettit in the composition of A 

Companion to Political Philosophy (1993) the inherent logics of 

mainstream political philosophy brings forth the basic question of 

anarchism. As political philosophers we must ask, why we should 

accept being governed by others at all. We must thus ask, why not 

anarchism? Anarchism is the unconditional trust in humanity, either 

because of a somehow given harmonious principle in reality, as in 

anarcho-liberalism, or as in social anarchism, a trust in human 
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capacity to coordinate themselves, the ultimate trust in either reason, 

morality or both.  

So why don’t philosophers argue normatively for anarchy as 

it was conceived of and realized locally in Spain in the first third of 

the 20th century? Is it simply a recipe for a disaster? And if so, why? 

And is the next logical step from anarchism then liberalism, 

republicanism or some kind of democracy? And in what senses? In 

order to counter the detrimental effects of power, should we flee the 

power or demand participation? What is most likely to corrupt, 

possession of power or lack of power? I think the answer is social 

democracy and republicanism, and this I propose to argue; but as a 

human being and especially as a systematic political philosopher one 

must accept the challenge from anarchism. 

 

4. Spain makes a difference 

 

So far I have just raised some general or universal question, 

which could be discussed everywhere. Still, the particularity of my 

philosophical upbringing might explain my approach. I was raised 

philosophically in Denmark in the wake of the 1970’ies. The subjects 

within political philosophy that I originally focused on were thus 

those raised by the Frankfurt school, and this is reflected in my first 

dissertation on Georges Bataille in the light of critical theory 

(Sørensen, 1994; 2012a; 2012b; 2012c). As it might already have been 

obvious from my argumentation, I still recognize the validity of this 

critical approach, and I recently edited a Danish translation of works 

by Dussel (2008). It is therefore also quite understandable that I have 

some serious reservation about the mainstream discussions of justice 
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and democracy, both each by themselves and in their relation, which 

– as I have argued – is often taken to be non-existing.  

Time and space thus does matter, and let me finish by 

referring to my present location. Spain is in deep crisis, and I present 

this paper at the day of the general strike November 14th. The point is 

however that Spain – by being marginal and with a democracy still 

very young – actually might offer a horizon, which adds a little extra 

to the themes of these reflections in substantial terms. The May 15 

occupation 2011 of Puerta del Sol in Madrid was a reaction to a 

growing economic crisis and the unemployment among young 

people. Still, the demand was not justice. The demand was real 

democracy now – Democracia real ya!  

Worth mentioning is also the unique anarchist legacy. It is 

only in a Spanish Historia de la teoria politica that one will find a 

comprehensive treatment of social anarchism, which refers to the 

classics of Mikhail Bakunin and Peter Kropotkin (Junco, 1992). The 

textbook just mentioned by Goodin and Pettit is one of the few in 

English on political philosophy, which actually gives a serious 

treatment of anarchism. Still, the account offered by Richard Sylvan 

(1993) seems to be distorted by very strong – maybe unconscious – 

liberalist assumptions.  

By being in the periphery Spanish political philosophy might 

be interpreted to take a more reflective and comprehensive view on 

the spectrum of political possibilities than the self-confident 

philosophical center. As often assumed by critical theory the 

marginality of the position of philosophical reflection thus adds to the 

substance of the matter considered. Form and content, perspective 

and experience are not to be separated. Therefore I believe that 

discussing the relationship between justice and democracy in a 
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Spanish – and Latin American – context will be beneficial to the 

eventual outcome; I hope I am proved right! 
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Notes 

 
1 This interpretation, however, has been contested by Sibyl A. 

Schwarzenbach (1991). According to her Rawls must be 

interpreted as a Hegelian, favoring positively the function of the 

state in relation to the realization of freedom. 


