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abstract

Within the organisational development people’s arguments rise from their personal or group interests, 
which in turn are based on the systemic differentiation of society and technology at a given time. We 
face a crucial issue: Must we accept separated group interests as inescapable circumstances, or can 
we reach out for universal human interests? This chapter addresses the issue combining Rawls’ idea of 
an original position behind a veil of ignorance with Habermas’ concepts of communicative rationality 
and discourse.

INtrODUctION

Planners and decision makers encounter compet-
ing interests that emerge from the division of la-
bour and of our economic system, but the interests 
do not provide any rationally motivated legitima-
tion basis for planning. People’s arguments rise 
from their personal or group interests, which in 
turn are based on the systemic differentiation of 
society and technology at a given time. The group 
interests and the division of labour reproduce 
each other all the time, technology often being 
the major driving force behind the new division 
of labour. The choice between technological 
alternatives is an ethical issue because it affects 

people’s rights and position in the organization 
in question, as well as through its products and 
side effects external society and, in the long run, 
also future generations. The focus of this chap-
ter is inside organizations, but we briefly touch 
upon the broader perspective in the discussion 
on future trends.

The theoretical background of rational plan-
ning has two main sources, the economists’ notion 
of rational decision making and the systems ap-
proach (March, 1982, Simon, 1982, Churchman, 
1968). Planning theorists with a more practical 
stance have been looking for a theoretical basis 
for planning professionals. Planning theorists take 
into account the multi-agency view of decision 
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making, and the planner should bring different 
political and technical aspects of relevant alterna-
tives into the open (Faludi, 1973), or even demand 
that the planner should take an active political 
role so as to defend the interest of the oppressed 
(Forester, 1989). 

We face a crucial issue: must we accept 
separated group interests as inescapable circum-
stances, or can we reach out for universal human 
interests? The situation is a challenge for rational 
argumentation, since, if there is a possibility of a 
generalized interest, it is only rational argumenta-
tion that can lead us out of the dilemma. By means 
of the accounts of two outstanding thinkers of last 
century we can address the problem of the univer-
salisation of interest: Habermas and Rawls. 

raWLs

Rawls (1973) derives his theory of justice, justice 
as fairness, through a very simple but powerful 
concept of rational choice in an ideal ‘original 
position behind a veil of ignorance’. His aim is 
to derive principles of justice that equal, rational 
persons would agree on when they do not know 
their share of the utilities ensuing from the prin-
ciples and their social circumstances or personal 
characteristics. The veil of ignorance guarantees 
the universalisation of the principles. When the 
participants do not know their social position or 
any personal characteristics, they are in a position 
to think of the principles from the generalised 
position of any rational decision maker. They 
can only make their decision with regard to the 
principles of justice, not their contingent natural 
fortune (p. 18). Rawls sees the original position as 
a procedural interpretation of Kant’s categorical 
imperative (p. 256).

Their rational choice will then be to define 
justice as fairness. Rawls (1973) derives two basic 
principles of justice. (1) The principle of liberty 
says: “Each person is to have an equal right to 
the most extensive basic liberty compatible with 

a similar liberty for other” (p. 60). (2) The dif-
ference principle states: “Social and economic 
inequalities are to be arranged so that they are 
both (a) to the greatest benefit of the least advan-
taged and (b) attached to offices and positions 
open to all under conditions of fair equality of 
opportunity” (p. 83, also p. 302). Accordingly, the 
optimum configuration of economy is achieved 
at the maximum point of the least advantaged 
members. The principles are arranged by two 
priority rules: (1) According to ‘the priority of 
liberty’, liberty can only be restricted for the 
sake of liberty. (2) According to ‘the priority of 
justice over efficiency and welfare’, the equality 
of opportunities is prior to the welfare of the least 
advantaged (p. 302). Partly due to the criticism of 
his ‘Theory of Justice’, Rawls gave up the central 
role of the above two principles in his work Political 
Liberalism (1993) without abandoning the idea of 
the original position. (For discussion on Rawls, 
see Freeman, 2003). Rawls’ later work expanded 
the view from the rules of a democratic state to 
the rules of nations (Rawls, 1993) and between 
nations (Rawls, 1999), so his views have hardly 
been discussed at all in a limited organisational 
context, which is our aim in this paper.

In his later work Rawls (1993) accepted it as 
a fact that people can adhere to different notions 
of freedom, due to, for instance, their religion. 
In this context we can leave the detailed debate 
concerning the above principles aside, although 
they are most interesting from the point of view 
of ethics in general. The second principle also ad-
dresses technology as it replaces Pareto optimality 
as the notion of efficiency. (An economic situation 
is Pareto optimal, if it cannot be changed for the 
benefit of anyone without worsening it for some-
one else.) Efficiency as a driving force of social 
development will be discussed briefly below, but 
we focus on Rawls’ idea of ‘the original position 
behind a veil of ignorance’. The notion of the 
original position was challenged by Habermas’ 
communicative rationality.



 

 

6 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may be

purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage: www.igi-

global.com/chapter/planning-interests-argumentation/21574

Related Content

Cellular Telephones and Social Interactions: Evidence of Interpersonal Surveillance
Steven E. Sternand Benjamin E. Grounds (2011). International Journal of Technoethics (pp. 43-49).

www.irma-international.org/article/cellular-telephones-social-interactions/51640

Research Ethics Among Undergraduates of the Social Sciences
Shazia Shahab Shaikhand Abdulrazaque Chhachhar (2024). Methodologies and Ethics for Social Sciences

Research (pp. 184-200).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/research-ethics-among-undergraduates-of-the-social-sciences/337056

Infosphere to Ethosphere: Moral Mediators in the Nonviolent Transformation of Self and World
Jeffrey Benjamin White (2011). International Journal of Technoethics (pp. 53-70).

www.irma-international.org/article/infosphere-ethosphere-moral-mediators-nonviolent/62309

Climate Change and Violence in Post-Conflict Colombia
Marina Malamud (2020). International Journal of Technoethics (pp. 52-59).

www.irma-international.org/article/climate-change-and-violence-in-post-conflict-colombia/258969

The State of Ethical AI in Practice: A Multiple Case Study of Estonian Public Service Organizations
Charlene Hinton (2023). International Journal of Technoethics (pp. 1-15).

www.irma-international.org/article/the-state-of-ethical-ai-in-practice/322017

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/planning-interests-argumentation/21574
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/planning-interests-argumentation/21574
http://www.irma-international.org/article/cellular-telephones-social-interactions/51640
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/research-ethics-among-undergraduates-of-the-social-sciences/337056
http://www.irma-international.org/article/infosphere-ethosphere-moral-mediators-nonviolent/62309
http://www.irma-international.org/article/climate-change-and-violence-in-post-conflict-colombia/258969
http://www.irma-international.org/article/the-state-of-ethical-ai-in-practice/322017

