
john rawls justice as fairness

john rawls justice as fairness offers a profound and influential framework for understanding the principles of a
just society. This seminal theory, developed by the renowned philosopher John Rawls, seeks to establish a
blueprint for a well-ordered society based on fundamental ethical principles. By delving into the concept of the
"original position" and the "veil of ignorance," Rawls provides a thought-provoking method for determining fair
principles of justice that would be agreed upon by rational individuals. This article will explore the core
tenets of John Rawls's justice as fairness, its key components, its practical implications, and its enduring
significance in contemporary political and ethical discourse. We will examine the two principles of justice, the
role of the original position, and the philosophical underpinnings that make this theory a cornerstone of modern
political philosophy, particularly concerning distributive justice and the justification of basic liberties.

Understanding John Rawls's Justice as Fairness: A Foundational
Overview

John Rawls's justice as fairness is a contractualist theory of justice that aims to define the basic structure
of a just society. At its heart, the theory is concerned with how the primary goods – rights, liberties,
opportunities, income, and wealth – should be distributed among the members of a society. Rawls argues that
the principles of justice should be those that free and rational persons would agree to in a state of equality.
This hypothetical agreement, reached under conditions that ensure impartiality, forms the bedrock of his
concept of justice as fairness.

The Original Position and the Veil of Ignorance

Central to Rawls's methodology is the concept of the "original position." This is not a historical event but a
thought experiment designed to isolate the conditions for choosing fair principles of justice. In the original
position, individuals are stripped of knowledge about their particular circumstances – their social class,
natural talents, conception of the good, or psychological propensities. This ignorance is enforced by the "veil
of ignorance." The veil of ignorance ensures that the principles chosen are not biased by self-interest, leading to
impartial and equitable decisions.

Under the veil of ignorance, individuals are tasked with selecting the fundamental principles that will govern
their society. Rawls posits that rational individuals, seeking to maximize their own well-being but unaware of
their specific position within society, would choose principles that guarantee a basic level of security and
opportunity for everyone. This thought experiment serves as a device for determining what constitutes a just
social contract.

The Two Principles of Justice: Distributive Principles for a Fair
Society

Rawls articulates two primary principles of justice that he believes would be chosen in the original position.
These principles are hierarchical, meaning the first principle takes precedence over the second. They are designed
to ensure both individual liberty and social equality.

The First Principle: The Equal Liberty Principle

The first principle states that each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive scheme of equal
basic liberties compatible with a similar scheme of liberties for others. This principle emphasizes the paramount
importance of fundamental freedoms, such as political liberty (the right to vote and be eligible for public
office), freedom of speech and assembly, freedom of conscience and thought, freedom of the person, the right to



hold personal property, and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure.

Rawls argues that these basic liberties are essential for individuals to pursue their own conception of the
good and to participate meaningfully in the political life of society. He contends that any deviation from equal
basic liberties would require a justification that could not be met under the veil of ignorance, as individuals
would not risk being deprived of fundamental freedoms.

The Second Principle: The Difference Principle and Fair Equality of
Opportunity

The second principle of justice is divided into two parts. It states that social and economic inequalities are to
be arranged so that they are both: (a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, and (b) attached to
offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.

Fair Equality of Opportunity

The first part of the second principle, fair equality of opportunity, requires that individuals with similar
talents and motivation should have similar life prospects, irrespective of their social class or background.
This goes beyond mere formal equality of opportunity, which might exist in a society where there are no legal
barriers to advancement, but where existing social and economic structures perpetuate significant
disadvantages for some.

Rawls suggests that achieving fair equality of opportunity requires measures to mitigate the effects of
social background, such as public education, access to healthcare, and policies that reduce extreme disparities
in wealth and income. The goal is to ensure that everyone has a reasonable chance to develop their talents and
pursue their chosen life path.

The Difference Principle

The second part of the second principle, known as the difference principle, addresses inequalities in the
distribution of primary goods like income and wealth. It asserts that such inequalities are permissible only if
they benefit the least advantaged members of society. This means that any economic system that generates
disparities must be structured such that those who are worst off are still better off than they would be
under a system of strict equality.

The difference principle is a crucial aspect of Rawls's distributive justice. It does not aim for absolute equality
but for a system where inequalities are justified by their positive impact on the least fortunate. This principle
reflects a commitment to social solidarity and a recognition that a just society should provide a safety net
and opportunities for all its members.

Justice as Fairness in Practice: Implications and Applications

John Rawls's justice as fairness has had a profound impact on how we think about political and social issues.
It provides a framework for evaluating existing institutions and for proposing reforms that aim to create a
more just society. The theory is particularly relevant to debates about welfare states, affirmative action,
and the distribution of resources.

Critiques and Developments of Justice as Fairness

While highly influential, Rawls's justice as fairness has also faced significant criticism. Some critics argue
that the original position and the veil of ignorance are too abstract and do not accurately reflect how real
people make moral and political decisions. Others have questioned the prioritization of liberty over equality or
the specific formulation of the difference principle.

Some feminist critiques argue that the original position, by abstracting from particular characteristics
like gender, may inadvertently overlook or perpetuate existing gender inequalities.



Libertarians often challenge the redistributive implications of the difference principle, arguing that it
infringes upon individual property rights.

Communitarians have criticized Rawls's emphasis on abstract individuals, suggesting that a just society
must be grounded in shared values and community traditions.

In response to these criticisms, Rawls himself engaged in further refinement of his theory, particularly in his
later work, "Political Liberalism," where he explored how his principles of justice could be supported by a
"public conception of justice" acceptable in a pluralistic society.

Relevance in Contemporary Society

The principles of justice as fairness continue to inform discussions about economic inequality, social mobility,
and the design of public policy. The emphasis on basic liberties and fair equality of opportunity remains a
powerful ideal for promoting a just and equitable society. Understanding Rawls's framework is essential for
anyone seeking to engage with the fundamental questions of political and distributive justice in the modern
world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core idea behind John Rawls' 'Justice as Fairness'?

Justice as Fairness is a theory of political liberalism that argues for a just and equitable society by proposing
principles that free and rational individuals would agree to in a hypothetical situation called the 'original
position' behind a 'veil of ignorance'.

What is the 'original position' in Rawls' theory?

The original position is a thought experiment where individuals, stripped of knowledge about their own social
status, talents, and conception of the good, choose principles of justice that will govern their society. This
ensures impartiality.

What is the 'veil of ignorance' and why is it crucial?

The veil of ignorance is a condition in the original position where individuals don't know their personal
characteristics (race, gender, wealth, abilities, etc.). This ignorance prevents biases and self-interest from
influencing the choice of justice principles, leading to fairer outcomes.

What are the two main principles of justice proposed by Rawls?

Rawls proposes two principles: 1. The Equal Liberty Principle (each person has an equal right to a fully
adequate scheme of equal basic liberties). 2. The Difference Principle, which has two parts: a) Fair equality of
opportunity, and b) The Difference Principle proper, stating that social and economic inequalities are to be
arranged so that they are to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged.

How does Rawls prioritize his two principles of justice?

Rawls argues for the 'lexical priority' of the first principle (Equal Liberty) over the second. This means basic
liberties cannot be sacrificed for greater economic or social advantage, even for the least advantaged.



What is the role of the Difference Principle in Rawls' theory?

The Difference Principle aims to justify inequalities. It states that inequalities are permissible only if they
benefit the worst-off members of society. This is contrasted with utilitarianism, which might sacrifice the well-
being of some for the greater good of the majority.

How does Rawls' concept of 'reflective equilibrium' relate to his theory of
justice?

Reflective equilibrium is a method Rawls uses to justify his principles. It involves bringing our considered
judgments about specific cases into harmony with our general principles of justice, and vice versa, iteratively
refining both until a stable balance is achieved.

What are some common criticisms of Rawls' 'Justice as Fairness'?

Common criticisms include the feasibility and realism of the original position and veil of ignorance, the potential
for the Difference Principle to discourage effort and productivity, and its perceived neglect of certain cultural
and community values in favor of abstract individualism.

How has Rawls' work influenced contemporary political thought and
policy?

Rawls' 'Justice as Fairness' has profoundly influenced discussions on distributive justice, social welfare,
affirmative action, and the role of the state in ensuring a fair society. His work provides a framework for
evaluating the fairness of social and economic institutions.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to John Rawls's "Justice as Fairness," with descriptions:

1. A Theory of Justice
This seminal work by John Rawls himself is the foundational text for understanding justice as fairness. Rawls
outlines his two principles of justice – the liberty principle and the difference principle – derived from a
hypothetical "original position" behind a "veil of ignorance." The book explores the justification for these
principles and their application to the basic structure of society. It remains the most comprehensive and
influential exposition of his core ideas.

2. Political Liberalism
In this follow-up to his earlier work, Rawls addresses the challenge of how a just and stable society can be
maintained in the face of reasonable pluralism. He introduces the concept of "overlapping consensus" as a way
for citizens with different comprehensive doctrines to agree on a political conception of justice. This book
refines his earlier ideas, focusing on the public political culture and the idea of political legitimacy.

3. Justice as Fairness: A Restatement
This book offers a clearer and more accessible presentation of Rawls's mature views on justice as fairness,
drawing from his earlier works. It systematically lays out the key concepts, including the original position,
the veil of ignorance, and the two principles of justice. The restatement aims to clarify arguments and address
common misunderstandings, making the core of Rawls's philosophy more readily available.

4. The Law of Peoples
Rawls extends his theory of justice to the international arena in this book, outlining principles for a just
global order. He distinguishes between liberal peoples and "decent peoples," proposing a framework for peaceful
coexistence and cooperation. The book considers issues of human rights, distributive justice between societies,
and the conditions for a just world peace.



5. Rawls: Collected Papers
This collection provides a comprehensive overview of John Rawls's influential essays and shorter writings,
offering valuable insights into the development and nuances of his thought. It includes papers that explore
specific aspects of justice as fairness, political philosophy, and ethics. For scholars and students, this volume
is essential for a deeper engagement with Rawls's intellectual journey.

6. Reading Rawls: Critical Studies on "A Theory of Justice"
Edited by Norman Daniels, this influential collection features critical essays by prominent philosophers
responding to Rawls's groundbreaking work. It includes critiques and elaborations on key concepts like the
original position, the maximin rule, and the justification of his principles. This volume is crucial for
understanding the reception and ongoing debate surrounding Rawls's theory.

7. The Cambridge Rawls Companion
This companion offers a comprehensive introduction to the life and work of John Rawls, featuring essays by
leading scholars on various aspects of his philosophy. It covers his major works, key concepts, and their
impact on political and moral philosophy. The book provides context, analysis, and critical perspectives,
making it an invaluable resource for anyone studying Rawls.

8. Equality, Freedom, and Property: Understanding "Justice as Fairness"
This book offers a detailed exploration of the core tenets of Rawls's justice as fairness, focusing on its
implications for social and economic arrangements. It delves into the relationship between liberty and equality,
and the justification for his distributive principles. The work aims to elucidate the practical implications of
Rawlsian justice for contemporary political debates.

9. Justice, Political Liberalism, and Liberty: Reflections on John Rawls
This collection brings together essays that reflect on and engage with Rawls's major contributions to
political philosophy, particularly his theories of justice and political liberalism. The essays explore the
enduring relevance of his ideas on liberty, equality, and the foundations of a just society. It offers diverse
perspectives on the strengths and challenges of Rawls's framework.
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