
A Theory Of Justice By John Rawls 1

A Theory Of Justice By John Rawls

A Theory Of Justice By John Rawls

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com by Nelson &

Flores

INTRODUCTION: WHY JUSTICE AS FAIRNESS STILL
MATTERS

In 1971, the American philosopher John Rawls published a work
that would fundamentally reshape political philosophy. A Theory
Of Justice By John Rawls  did not simply offer another critique
of  existing  social  arrangements;  it  presented  a  systematic,
alternative vision for how a just society might be structured. More
than five decades later, Rawls' central idea—that a society's basic
institutions should be arranged according to principles that free
a n d  r a t i o n a l  p e o p l e  w o u l d  a g r e e  t o  u n d e r  f a i r
conditions—remains  one  of  the  most  influential  and  debated
concepts in moral and political thought. This article explores the
core  components  of  Rawls'  theory,  examining  the  original
position, the veil of ignorance, the two principles of justice, and
the enduring legacy of his work. Understanding A Theory Of
Justice By John Rawls is not merely an academic exercise; it
provides  a  powerful  framework  for  thinking  about  fairness,
equality, and liberty in our own time.

THE CONTEXT AND THE PROBLEM: REBUILDING THE
SOCIAL CONTRACT

To appreciate  the  radical  nature  of  Rawls'  project,  one  must
understand the philosophical landscape he was addressing. The
dominant tradition of utilitarianism, which held that the most just
action is the one that maximizes overall happiness or well-being,
had  come  under  increasing  scrutiny.  Critics  argued  that
utilitarianism  could,  in  theory,  justify  the  exploitation  of  a
minority if it produced greater net benefits for the majority. Rawls
sought  a  more  robust  foundation  for  justice,  one  that  would
protect  the  basic  rights  and  liberties  of  every  individual.  He
turned to  the  classic  social  contract  tradition  of  thinkers  like
Locke,  Rousseau,  and Kant,  but  re-imagined it  for  a  modern,
pluralistic society.
The core question Rawls posed was this: Under what terms would
free and equal citizens agree to live together? The answer, he
argued, could not be found in any existing social contract, which
were often hypothetical  or  historically  suspect.  Instead,  Rawls
constructed a thought experiment designed to force impartiality
and fairness  from the outset.  This  thought  experiment  is  the
cornerstone of A Theory Of Justice By John Rawls.

https://www.remodelicious.com/


2

2 A Theory Of Justice By John Rawls 2025-10-08

THE ORIGINAL POSITION AND THE VEIL OF
IGNORANCE

Rawls  proposed  a  hypothetical  starting  point  he  called  the
original position.  This is not a historical event, but a purely
conceptual device. In the original position, individuals are tasked
with choosing the fundamental principles that will govern their
society. However, they must do so under a severe constraint:
they are behind a veil of ignorance.

What the Veil Hides
Behind the veil of ignorance, no one knows their place in society.
They are ignorant of their class position, social status, wealth,
natural  talents,  intelligence,  strength,  and  psychological
tendencies.  They  do  not  know  their  conception  of  the
good—whether  they  are  religious  or  secular,  ambitious  or
contemplative.  They  are  also  unaware  of  the  particular
circumstances  of  their  society,  such  as  its  level  of  economic
development or its historical stage.

Why the Veil Creates
Fairness
The purpose of this radical ignorance is to strip away any source
of bargaining advantage. If you do not know whether you will be
born  rich  or  poor,  talented  or  disabled,  you  cannot  design
principles that unfairly benefit your own situation. You are forced

to consider the interests of everyone, because you could turn out
to be anyone. This, Rawls argued, is the fundamental condition
for a fair agreement. The principles chosen in the original position
are, by definition, just principles.

Impartiality is enforced: Self-interest is redirected
toward a concern for the least advantaged.
Neutrality is secured: No one can tailor principles to their
own particular circumstances.
Rationality is preserved: The parties are rational and are
motivated to secure the best possible outcome for
themselves, but they lack the information to be selfish in a
biased way.

This  thought  experiment  effectively  transforms  the  problem  of
justice from a contest of competing interests into a problem of
rational  choice  under  uncertainty.  What  principles  would  you
choose if you knew you could be the worst-off person in society?
This is the central question of A Theory Of Justice By John
Rawls.

THE TWO PRINCIPLES OF JUSTICE

Rawls  argued that  rational  individuals  in  the  original  position
would agree upon two fundamental principles of justice, which he
called justice as fairness.
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The First Principle: Equal
Basic Liberties
The first principle holds that each person has an equal right to a
fully adequate scheme of equal basic rights and liberties, which is
compatible  with  a  similar  scheme for  all.  This  is  the  liberty
principle. It takes priority over the second principle. The basic
liberties include political liberty (the right to vote and hold office),
freedom  of  speech  and  assembly,  liberty  of  conscience  and
freedom of thought, freedom of the person (including the right to
hold personal property), and freedom from arbitrary arrest and
seizure.  These  rights  are  not  subject  to  trade-offs  for  greater
economic  efficiency  or  social  welfare.
Why would the parties prioritize liberty? Because, Rawls argued,
once a minimal level of material well-being is reached, rational
individuals would not risk their fundamental freedoms for fleeting
economic gains. The security and self-respect that come from
guaranteed liberties are the most important primary good—the
things that every rational person is presumed to want.

The Second Principle:
Social and Economic

Inequalities
The  second  principle  governs  the  distribution  of  social  and
economic  inequalities  (such  as  income,  wealth,  positions  of
authority, and responsibility). It has two parts:

Fair Equality of Opportunity: Offices and positions must1.
be open to all under conditions of fair equality of
opportunity. This means that two individuals with the same
natural talents and the same willingness to use them
should have the same chances of success, regardless of
their social class of birth. It goes beyond formal legal
equality and requires proactive measures to level the
playing field, such as universal education and the
elimination of discriminatory barriers.
The Difference Principle: Social and economic2.
inequalities are to be arranged so that they are to the
greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of
society. This is the most controversial and innovative
element of A Theory Of Justice By John Rawls. It does
not demand strict equality. It allows for inequalities (for
example, higher pay for doctors or innovators) as long as
that inequality benefits the worst-off in society. A skilled
surgeon can earn more, provided that this incentive leads
to better healthcare for the poorest. This principle provides
a strong, justified basis for redistributive social policies.
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THE PRIORITY RULES

Rawls insisted on a strict lexical order to his two principles. The
first  principle  (liberty)  has  priority  over  the  second.  This  means
that  basic  liberties  cannot  be  infringed upon for  the  sake  of
greater social or economic equality. Similarly, within the second
principle,  fair  equality  of  opportunity  has  priority  over  the
difference  principle.  You  cannot  restrict  opportunity  for  the  less
advantaged in order to improve their material conditions even
further.  This  structure  ensures  that  justice  is  not  sacrificed  for
efficiency  or  welfare.

THE JUSTIFICATION FOR THE DIFFERENCE PRINCIPLE

Why would  rational  parties  choose  the  difference  principle  over,
say,  strict  egalitarianism  or  utilitarianism?  Rawls  provided  a
powerful argument based on the concept of maximin. In decision
theory, the maximin rule tells you to choose the option that yields
the best worst-case scenario. Behind the veil of ignorance, you
must  consider  the  possibility  that  you  will  be  the  least
advantaged person. In that situation, you would strongly prefer a
society that focuses on improving your condition rather than a
society that aims for the greatest average wealth, which might
leave  you  in  a  very  poor  state.  The  difference  principle  is  the
rational choice under radical uncertainty because it guarantees
the highest possible floor for the worst-off.
Furthermore, Rawls argued that the natural distribution of talents
is a "common asset." Individuals do not deserve to be born with
superior intelligence or a stronger constitution in the same way
they  deserve  the  fruits  of  their  efforts.  The  difference  principle

acknowledges this by allowing inequalities only when they work
to the benefit of everyone, especially the least well-off.

CRITICISMS AND RESPONSES

A Theory Of Justice By John Rawls has generated a vast and
varied critical literature. A few notable objections include:

From Libertarians (e.g., Robert Nozick): The difference
principle is seen as a violation of individual property rights.
Nozick argued that justice is about the historical process of
acquisition and transfer, not about final distributive
patterns. If a person legitimately acquires property, no
state has the right to take it away for redistribution.
From Communitarians (e.g., Michael Sandel, Charles
Taylor): Rawls' conception of the person is too abstract
and individualistic. The "unencumbered self" behind the
veil of ignorance is stripped of all the social ties, community
values, and historical contexts that actually constitute our
identities. True justice must be rooted in shared
understandings of the good life, not in a hypothetical
contract between isolated, rational agents.
From Feminists (e.g., Susan Moller Okin): The theory
has been criticized for ignoring the fundamental injustice of
the family structure. Okin argued that the veil of ignorance
should extend to knowledge of one's gender, and that
applying the principles of justice to the family reveals deep
and pervasive injustices in gender roles and domestic
divisions of labor.
From the Political Realism perspective: Some critics
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assert that Rawls' theory is too idealistic and lacks a
realistic account of power, conflict, and historical
contingency. They argue that justice cannot be achieved
through pure moral reasoning alone.

Rawls himself engaged with many of these criticisms and refined
his theory in later works, most notably Political Liberalism, where
he addressed the problem of reasonable pluralism—the fact that
in  a  free  society,  citizens  will  hold  conflicting  but  reasonable
comprehensive  doctrines  (religious,  philosophical,  moral).  He
shifted from a comprehensive moral doctrine to a more political
conception of justice designed to gain an overlapping consensus
among reasonable citizens.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF JUSTICE AS FAIRNESS

Despite these critiques, the impact of A Theory Of Justice By
John Rawls is undeniable. It single-handedly revived normative
political  philosophy,  a  field  that  had  been  dominated  by  meta-
ethics and linguistic analysis.  Rawls gave philosophers a new,
systematic  language  to  talk  about  justice.  His  concepts—the
original  position,  the  veil  of  ignorance,  and  especially  the
difference principle—are now part  of  the standard vocabulary  of
political debate.
The  theory  has  influenced  not  just  philosophy,  but  also  law,
economics  (especially  welfare  economics  and  public  choice
theory),  political  science,  and  public  policy.  Debates  about
universal basic income, progressive taxation, healthcare reform,
and educational equality are often implicitly or explicitly framed
by  Rawlsian  concerns.  The  idea  that  a  just  society  must

demonstrate  that  its  inequalities  benefit  the  least  well-off  is  a
powerful  moral  check  on  unbridled  market  outcomes.

Application in Modern
Contexts
Consider contemporary debates about wealth inequality, climate
justice, or global distributive justice. Rawlsian frameworks have
been  extended  to  address  international  justice  (the  "Law  of
Peoples") and intergenerational justice. The basic intuition of the
original position—that we must adopt a standpoint of impartial
concern  for  the  least  advantaged—remains  a  potent  tool  for
analyzing everything from taxation policy  to  the allocation of
healthcare resources during a pandemic.

CONCLUSION: A LANDMARK OF PHILOSOPHICAL
THINKING

A Theory Of Justice By John Rawls is more than a book; it is a
landmark in the history of political thought. Its central vision of
justice as fairness challenges us to construct social institutions
not as a reflection of existing power structures, but as the result
of a free and fair agreement among equal citizens. By placing the
original  position and the veil  of  ignorance at the heart of  his
argument, Rawls provided a compelling method for testing our
intuitions about justice and for identifying the moral foundations
of a decent society.  While his solutions remain contested, his
framing  of  the  problem—that  we  must  reason  from  the
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standpoint of the worst-off to determine the basic terms of social
cooperation—has  permanently  altered  the  landscape of  moral

and political debate. Whether one accepts his conclusions or not,
engaging with Rawls is an essential part of understanding what
justice means in a modern, pluralistic, and democratic world.


