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UNDERSTANDING SUSAN OKIN: JUSTICE, GENDER AND THE FAMILY

Few works in modern political philosophy have challenged the foundational assumptions of justice as
profoundly as Susan Moller Okin's Justice, Gender and the Family. Published in 1989, this
landmark text exposed a glaring blind spot in Western theories of justice: the systematic omission of
gender inequality within the family. Okin argued that if we are to take justice seriously, we must
begin at home. Her work remains as urgent today as it was three decades ago, offering a powerful
lens through which to examine persistent gender disparities in domestic life, economic opportunity,
and political participation.

Okin was not merely critiquing the family as an institution; she was interrogating the very structure
of modern political thought. She asked a deceptively simple question: How can any theory of justice
claim to be comprehensive if it ignores the sphere where children first learn about fairness, and
where women have historically been disadvantaged? Her answer reshaped feminist political theory
and continues to influence debates about work, caregiving, and equality.

WHO WAS SUSAN MOLLER OKIN?

Susan Moller Okin (1946-2004) was a distinguished political philosopher and a professor at Stanford
University. She earned her doctorate at Harvard, where she studied under the eminent political
theorist John Rawls. Okin's intellectual project was deeply influenced by Rawlsian liberalism, but she
also became one of its most incisive critics. She believed that Rawls's theory of justice, while
revolutionary in many respects, failed to extend its core principles to the private sphere of the
family.

Throughout her career, Okin focused on issues of gender, justice, and multiculturalism. Justice,
Gender and the Family is widely regarded as her magnum opus, but she also contributed
significantly to debates about feminist ethics, political liberalism, and the rights of women within
minority cultures. Her work consistently challenged the public-private distinction that has long
dominated political philosophy, arguing that justice cannot stop at the front door of the home.

THE CENTRAL ARGUMENT OF JUSTICE, GENDER AND THE FAMILY

Okin's core thesis is both straightforward and radical: the family, as traditionally structured, is a
primary site of injustice against women. She contends that families are not naturally occurring,
private havens free from power dynamics. Rather, they are social institutions shaped by law,
custom, and economic structures—and these structures systematically disadvantage women.

Okin identifies several interconnected dimensions of this injustice:

e Gendered division of labor: Women continue to perform the vast majority of unpaid
domestic work and childcare, even when they also work outside the home.

e Economic vulnerability: This division of labor leaves women financially dependent on men,
with reduced earning potential, less savings for retirement, and greater risk of poverty in the
event of divorce or widowhood.

* Unequal decision-making power: Those who perform unpaid domestic labor often have
less bargaining power within the household, affecting decisions about finances, residence, and
children's upbringing.

» Socialization of children: Families are "schools of justice," where children learn concepts of
fairness and roles. When families are unequal, children absorb gendered expectations that
perpetuate inequality across generations.

Why the Family Matters for Justice

Okin insisted that the family is not merely a private matter. It is the first institution where individuals
encounter concepts of fairness, authority, and distribution. If children see their mothers performing
the majority of domestic labor with little recognition or reward, they internalize the idea that this
arrangement is natural and just. Conversely, a just family structure can be a training ground for
citizenship, teaching children to respect the equal worth of all persons regardless of gender.

This insight connects directly to Okin's critique of liberal political theory. She argued that
philosophers from Plato to Rawls had treated the family as outside the scope of justice, assuming it
was governed by love or natural affection rather than by principles of fairness. Okin rejected this
assumption forcefully. Love, she pointed out, is not a substitute for justice. In fact, relationships of
love and intimacy are precisely where justice matters most, because the stakes are highest and the
potential for exploitation is greatest.

OKIN'S CRITIQUE OF JOHN RAWLS

John Rawls's A Theory of Justice (1971) is perhaps the most influential work of political philosophy in
the twentieth century. Rawls argued that justice requires a set of principles that free and rational
persons would choose behind a "veil of ignorance," where they do not know their own social
position, talents, or conception of the good. From this original position, Rawls derived his famous two
principles: equal basic liberties, and social and economic inequalities arranged to benefit the least
advantaged.

Okin offered a powerful feminist critique of Rawls. She noted several problems:

1. The family is excluded from the principles of justice: Rawls explicitly excluded the
family from the "basic structure" of society, even though it profoundly shapes individuals' life
chances, self-respect, and sense of justice.

2. The household is treated as a unitary entity: Rawls assumed that families distribute
resources fairly among their members. But Okin showed that intra-household distribution is
often unequal, with women and girls getting less food, education, healthcare, and leisure time.

3. The parties in the original position are implicitly male: The assumption that the parties
are heads of households obscures the dependent position of women and children within
families.

4. The family shapes the primary goods: Self-respect, the most important primary good in
Rawls's scheme, is profoundly affected by family dynamics. An unequal family can damage a
child's or a woman's sense of self-worth.

Despite these criticisms, Okin was not a wholesale rejecter of Rawlsian liberalism. She argued that

the core principles of Rawls's theory—particularly the requirement to protect the least
advantaged—could and should be extended to the family. In this sense, Okin was not discarding
liberalism but deepening and radicalizing it. She wanted to take Rawls's own logic more seriously
than Rawls himself had done.

GENDER AND THE STRUCTURE OF MODERN FAMILIES

One of the most compelling aspects of Justice, Gender and the Family is Okin's detailed analysis
of how gender structures contemporary family life. She drew on empirical research from sociology
and economics to show that the gendered division of labor is not a natural or inevitable
arrangement. It is a social construct maintained by a complex web of laws, norms, and economic
incentives.

Okin highlighted several structural factors that perpetuate gender inequality within families:

e Marriage law: Traditional marriage law treated women as dependents of their husbands.
While formal legal equality has been achieved in many countries, Okin argued that the
underlying assumptions about women's roles persist in subtle ways.

* Workplace structures: The expectation of full-time, continuous employment with no
accommodation for caregiving responsibilities disadvantages women, who are still expected to
be primary caregivers.

* Tax and social security systems: Many systems assume a male breadwinner and female
homemaker model, penalizing two-earner households and those who take time out of paid
work for caregiving.

e Cultural norms: Deeply ingrained beliefs about motherhood, femininity, and masculinity
shape expectations about who should do what within the home.

The Vulnerability of Women in Traditional
Families

Okin was particularly concerned with the economic vulnerability that the traditional gendered
division of labor creates for women. When women specialize in unpaid domestic work, they sacrifice
earning power, career advancement, and financial independence. This vulnerability is hidden as long
as the marriage is stable. But it becomes starkly visible in cases of divorce, widowhood, or desertion.

Okin cited research showing that women's standard of living typically drops dramatically after
divorce, while men's often improves. This is not because women are irresponsible or incapable. It is
a direct consequence of a system that devalues the work that women do and leaves them without
marketable skills or savings. Okin argued that a just society would not allow such vulnerability to be
built into the structure of family life.

A SCHOOL OF JUSTICE: RAISING CHILDREN IN EQUAL FAMILIES

One of Okin's most influential concepts is the idea of the family as a "school of justice." She argued
that the family is the first and most formative institution in which children learn about fairness,
reciprocity, and respect. If families are organized along strictly gendered lines, with girls expected to
serve and boys expected to lead, children learn that gender hierarchy is natural and right. They
carry these expectations into their adult relationships, workplaces, and political institutions.

To break this cycle, Okin argued for a fundamental transformation of family life. She called for
publicly supported childcare, paid parental leave for both mothers and fathers, and workplace
policies that recognize the equality of all workers, regardless of gender or caregiving responsibilities.
She also argued for legal reforms that would ensure equal sharing of assets and earning capacity in
the event of divorce.

But Okin's vision went beyond policy. She called for a cultural shift in which parenting and domestic
work are genuinely shared between men and women. Only then, she argued, can the family become
a true school of justice, teaching children by example that men and women are equal in worth and
entitled to equal opportunities and rewards.

CRITICISMS AND RESPONSES TO OKIN'S WORK

Like any important work of political theory, Justice, Gender and the Family has attracted its
share of criticism. Some critics argued that Okin was too negative about family life, ignoring the
genuine satisfactions and emotional rewards that many women find in domesticity and caregiving.
Others suggested that her emphasis on equality within the family underestimated the value of
difference and the importance of women's distinctive experiences and perspectives.

Some communitarian critics, such as Michael Sandel, argued that Okin's liberal individualism failed
to appreciate the value of family traditions and the ways in which family life fosters particular
loyalties and commitments that cannot be reduced to principles of justice. Okin responded that
traditions themselves must be evaluated by standards of justice; tradition is not an excuse for
oppression.

Another line of criticism came from multicultural feminists and postcolonial theorists, who argued
that Okin's focus on the Western nuclear family did not adequately capture the diversity of family
forms across cultures. Some suggested that her prescriptions were culturally specific and might not
apply in societies with different kinship structures, extended family networks, and economic
systems. Okin acknowledged the importance of cultural context but maintained that the core
principles of gender equality and justice for women should apply universally.

Despite these criticisms, Okin's work has had an enduring impact. She succeeded in placing gender
and the family squarely on the agenda of political philosophy. Few contemporary theorists of justice
can afford to ignore the family as a site of justice and injustice, thanks in large part to Okin's
groundbreaking work.

THE ENDURING RELEVANCE OF JUSTICE, GENDER AND THE FAMILY

It has been more than three decades since Okin published her seminal work, and many of the issues
she raised remain painfully relevant. Women around the world continue to perform the majority of
unpaid care work. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed and deepened these inequalities, with women
leaving the paid workforce in disproportionate numbers to care for children and elderly relatives.
The gendered division of labor remains one of the most stubborn obstacles to gender equality.
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At the same time, there have been important changes. More men are taking on active roles in
parenting and domestic work. Legal recognition of same-sex marriage has challenged traditional
assumptions about what families look like. Policies such as paid parental leave and subsidized
childcare are expanding in some countries. But progress is uneven, and the basic structure of Okin's
analysis remains as powerful as ever.

Okin's work also speaks to contemporary debates about work-life balance, the "motherhood penalty"
in wages, the underrepresentation of women in political leadership, and the ongoing crisis of care in
modern economies. Her insistence that justice must begin at home challenges us to look beyond
formal legal equality and confront the deeper, structural inequalities that persist within our most
intimate relationships.

CONCLUSION: A LASTING LEGACY

Susan Moller Okin's Justice, Gender and the Family is more than a work of political philosophy. It
is a call to action. It asks us to take seriously the idea that justice is not a matter for governments
and legislatures alone, but for every sphere of human life, including the most personal and private.
It challenges us to recognize that the family, far from being a refuge from politics, is a deeply
political institution shaped by power, resources, and norms.

Okin's legacy is a rich one. She showed us that feminism and liberalism can be allies, not enemies, if
liberalism is
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