
Study Questions for Rights and Justice

1. Define and give an example of each of the following terms:  positive right, negative right, prima facie right, absolute right. 

2. Explain how Kantians and Utilitarians approach rights differently.  Which of the two do you think has the better position?

3. Rights are often grounded in some account of human nature. The elements of this account become the properties that are said to “confer” rights on us.  Given what is discussed in the notes and your own thoughts, what do you believe the key elements of “human nature” are? What rights might be needed for these elements to be preserved?

4. Review the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights.  Identify the one right that you feel is the most important, then identify one that you found surprising or disagree with.

5. If Plato were to analyze our present day society through the lens of his ideal theory of Justice, what do you think he would say?  Do we live in a just society or not?

6. What is distributive justice? What topics/questions/issues does it look at?

7. Describe the main details of the approach to distributive justice offered by John Rawls in his book A Theory of Justice.  

8. Describe, in your own words, the three alternative approaches to Distributive Justice discussed in the notes.  Which of these approaches do you feel is strongest and why?  

9. How is economic wealth distributed in the US today? Based on your answer in 6-8 above, is the inequality in wealth and income in the United States today (as discussed in the notes and external links) justifiable or not? Can a society with such inequality be a ‘just’ society? Which theory supports your answer in deciding this?

10. For most the past 20 years, we have been engaged in the ‘War on Terror,’ involving, among other things, invasions and lengthy combat in both Afghanistan and Iraq.  Given the principles of Just War Theory, and what you know about these wars, do you or do you not believe that these are/were “just” wars?  


