
john rawls theory of justice as fairness

john rawls theory of justice as fairness represents a landmark philosophical framework that has

significantly influenced modern political and moral philosophy. Developed by John Rawls in his seminal

work "A Theory of Justice," this theory seeks to establish principles of justice that ensure fairness and

equality in society. At the core of Rawls's theory is the idea of the "original position" and the "veil of

ignorance," conceptual tools designed to derive just principles impartially. This article explores the key

components of Rawls's justice as fairness, including its foundational principles, its philosophical

underpinnings, and its applications in contemporary political theory. Readers will gain a comprehensive

understanding of how Rawls's theory addresses issues such as distributive justice, equality, and social

cooperation. The discussion also delves into critiques and interpretations that have emerged around

this influential theory. The following sections provide a detailed breakdown of these themes.

Foundations of John Rawls Theory of Justice as Fairness

The Original Position and Veil of Ignorance

The Two Principles of Justice

Philosophical Implications and Contributions

Applications in Modern Political Theory

Critiques and Debates Surrounding Rawls’s Theory



Foundations of John Rawls Theory of Justice as Fairness

John Rawls theory of justice as fairness is grounded in the quest to define justice in a way that is

impartial and universally acceptable. Rawls sought to move beyond utilitarianism and other prior ethical

frameworks by introducing a method to determine principles of justice that rational individuals would

agree upon under fair conditions. The concept emerged during the 20th century as a response to

social inequalities and the need for a robust theory that could justify the structure of a well-ordered

society. Rawls’s approach emphasizes fairness not merely as equality but as a balanced distribution

that accounts for social cooperation and individual rights.

The Social Contract Tradition

Rawls’s theory draws heavily from the social contract tradition, which includes philosophers such as

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. He reinterprets this tradition by proposing

a hypothetical original position where individuals choose principles of justice without knowledge of their

own place in society. This innovation allows for the derivation of fair principles by eliminating bias and

self-interest. Rawls revitalizes the idea of a social contract as a foundational justification for justice in

modern democratic societies.

Justice as Fairness Defined

Justice as fairness, according to Rawls, means that the rules governing society’s basic structure are

designed to be fair to all citizens. This fairness is achieved by ensuring equal basic liberties and

arranging social and economic inequalities so that they benefit the least advantaged members of

society. The theory prioritizes respect for persons as free and equal moral agents, making fairness

both a moral and political ideal.



The Original Position and Veil of Ignorance

At the heart of John Rawls theory of justice as fairness lies the original position, a hypothetical

scenario in which individuals select principles of justice without knowledge of their own social status,

natural talents, or personal preferences. This condition is known as the veil of ignorance. By removing

all particularizing information, Rawls ensures that the principles chosen are fair and unbiased,

reflecting a consensus that protects the interests of all, especially the most vulnerable.

Conceptual Purpose of the Original Position

The original position serves as a thought experiment that abstracts away from real-world contingencies

and prejudices. Individuals behind the veil of ignorance are rational and mutually disinterested, seeking

to secure the best possible outcome for themselves regardless of their eventual place in society. This

leads to the selection of principles that guarantee basic rights and fair distribution of resources. The

original position thus provides a procedural justice mechanism, emphasizing fairness in the process of

choosing principles rather than the outcomes alone.

The Veil of Ignorance and Its Implications

The veil of ignorance is crucial in preventing decisions driven by self-interest or social advantage. It

ensures impartiality by obscuring knowledge of one’s race, gender, class, intelligence, or other

individual characteristics. This blindness compels participants to consider justice from a universal

perspective, fostering equality and protection for disadvantaged groups. The veil of ignorance concept

has become a powerful tool in ethical and political reasoning beyond Rawls’s original work.

The Two Principles of Justice

John Rawls theory of justice as fairness is famously encapsulated in two fundamental principles

designed to govern the basic structure of society. These principles are derived from the original



position and reflect the commitments to liberty and equality that characterize Rawls’s vision of a just

society.

First Principle: Equal Basic Liberties

The first principle guarantees that each person has an equal right to the most extensive set of basic

liberties compatible with similar liberties for others. These basic liberties include freedom of speech,

religion, political participation, and personal property rights. This principle ensures that no individual’s

rights are sacrificed for social or economic gains, establishing a foundation of political and civil

freedom.

Second Principle: Social and Economic Inequalities

The second principle addresses the distribution of wealth and opportunities. It consists of two parts:

The Difference Principle: Social and economic inequalities are permissible only if they benefit the1.

least advantaged members of society.

Fair Equality of Opportunity: Positions and offices must be open to all under conditions of fair2.

equality of opportunity.

This dual aspect balances incentives for social cooperation with a commitment to fairness and

reducing disadvantage, ensuring that inequalities serve the broader social good without entrenching

privilege.

Philosophical Implications and Contributions

John Rawls theory of justice as fairness has made substantial philosophical contributions by reshaping

debates on justice, equality, and political legitimacy. It offers a normative framework that combines



moral philosophy with practical considerations for social institutions.

Rejection of Utilitarianism

Rawls explicitly critiques utilitarianism for its focus on maximizing overall welfare at the expense of

individual rights. Justice as fairness prioritizes the protection of basic liberties and the interests of the

least advantaged, rejecting the trade-offs that utilitarianism sometimes permits. This shift emphasizes

respect for individuals as ends in themselves rather than mere means to aggregate happiness.

Political Liberalism and Overlapping Consensus

Rawls’s later work extends justice as fairness into the domain of political liberalism, where he

discusses how diverse moral and religious doctrines can coexist within a democratic society. The

theory supports an overlapping consensus in which citizens endorse justice principles from different

comprehensive doctrines, fostering stability and cooperation in pluralistic societies.

Applications in Modern Political Theory

The influence of John Rawls theory of justice as fairness extends beyond academic philosophy into

practical political theory and policy debates. Its principles have been applied to discussions on welfare,

taxation, healthcare, and human rights.

Distributive Justice and Public Policy

Rawls’s difference principle has inspired policies aimed at reducing inequality and supporting

disadvantaged groups. Social welfare programs, progressive taxation, and affirmative action policies

often draw justification from the idea that inequalities are acceptable only if they improve the situation

of the least advantaged. This approach impacts debates on economic justice and social safety nets

worldwide.



International Justice and Global Ethics

While Rawls initially focused on domestic justice, scholars have extended his theory to global contexts,

addressing issues such as global poverty, human rights, and international cooperation. The principles

of justice as fairness provide a framework for evaluating fairness in global institutions and policies,

emphasizing respect for all humanity regardless of national boundaries.

Critiques and Debates Surrounding Rawls’s Theory

Despite its acclaim, John Rawls theory of justice as fairness has faced various critiques and sparked

ongoing debates within philosophy and political science. These discussions engage with both the

theory’s conceptual foundations and practical implications.

Communitarian Critiques

Communitarian thinkers argue that Rawls’s abstract individualism overlooks the significance of

community, culture, and social ties in shaping justice. They contend that the original position and veil

of ignorance detach individuals from their social identities, which are essential to understanding justice

in context. This critique calls for a more embedded view of justice that respects communal values.

Libertarian Critiques

Libertarians challenge Rawls’s emphasis on redistributive justice, particularly the difference principle.

They argue that individuals have absolute property rights and that redistribution violates personal

liberty. According to this view, justice requires protection of individual freedoms without enforced

economic equality.



Feminist Perspectives

Feminist scholars have critiqued Rawls for insufficiently addressing gender inequalities and power

dynamics within his framework. They highlight the need to consider social structures and systemic

discrimination that affect women’s opportunities and rights, advocating for a more comprehensive

approach to justice that includes gender justice.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is John Rawls' theory of justice as fairness?

John Rawls' theory of justice as fairness is a political philosophy that proposes principles of justice to

structure a fair and just society. It emphasizes equality, liberty, and fairness by suggesting that social

and economic inequalities should be arranged to benefit the least advantaged and be attached to

positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.



What are the two main principles of justice in Rawls' theory?

The two main principles are: 1) The Liberty Principle - each person has an equal right to a fully

adequate scheme of equal basic liberties; 2) The Difference Principle - social and economic

inequalities are to be arranged so that they are to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, and

attached to positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.

How does the 'original position' concept function in Rawls' theory?

The 'original position' is a hypothetical scenario in which individuals choose the principles of justice

behind a 'veil of ignorance,' meaning they are unaware of their own social status, abilities, or personal

characteristics. This ensures impartiality and fairness in selecting principles that govern society.

What role does the 'veil of ignorance' play in Rawls' justice as

fairness?

The veil of ignorance is a thought experiment that removes knowledge of one's own particular

circumstances, such as social class, race, gender, or personal talents. This promotes impartiality in

choosing principles of justice, as individuals do not know how the rules will affect them personally,

leading to fairer and more just principles.

How does Rawls' Difference Principle address social inequalities?

Rawls' Difference Principle allows social and economic inequalities only if they benefit the least

advantaged members of society. It justifies inequalities that improve overall welfare but requires that

these inequalities lead to compensating advantages for those who are worst off.

In what ways has Rawls' theory of justice influenced modern political

philosophy?

Rawls' theory has profoundly influenced modern political philosophy by providing a systematic

framework for thinking about justice, fairness, and equality. It shifted the focus to distributive justice



and fairness in social cooperation, inspiring debates on public policy, welfare economics, and human

rights.

Additional Resources

1. A Theory of Justice by John Rawls

This foundational work by John Rawls introduces his theory of justice as fairness. Rawls presents the

original position and the veil of ignorance as key concepts to determine principles of justice. It argues

for two principles: equal basic liberties and social and economic inequalities arranged to benefit the

least advantaged. The book has become a cornerstone in modern political philosophy.

2. Justice as Fairness: A Restatement by John Rawls

In this book, Rawls revisits and clarifies his original theory of justice. It provides a more accessible and

concise restatement of his ideas, addressing criticisms and refining key concepts. The text elaborates

on the original position and the two principles of justice, making it a crucial resource for understanding

Rawls’s later thoughts.

3. Rawls’s Political Liberalism: An Introduction by Jon Mandle

Jon Mandle offers a clear and concise introduction to Rawls’s political liberalism, which builds on the

theory of justice as fairness. The book explains the transition from justice as fairness to political

liberalism and explores Rawls’s ideas about pluralism and public reason. It is suitable for readers new

to Rawls and political philosophy.

4. Justice and the Social Contract: Essays on Rawlsian Political Philosophy edited by Jon Mandle and

David A. Reidy

This collection of essays critically examines Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness and its implications.

Contributors explore topics such as distributive justice, equality, and political morality. The book

provides diverse perspectives that deepen the understanding of Rawlsian political philosophy.

5. Rawls and Beyond: Contemporary Developments in Rawlsian Political Philosophy edited by Jon

Mandle and David A. Reidy



This volume surveys contemporary work inspired by Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness. It includes

essays that expand, criticize, and reinterpret Rawls’s ideas in light of current political and social issues.

The book is valuable for scholars interested in the ongoing relevance of Rawlsian theory.

6. Justice as Fairness: A Restatement and Critical Assessment by Samuel Freeman

Samuel Freeman, a prominent Rawls scholar, offers both a restatement and critique of the theory of

justice as fairness. The book provides detailed analysis of Rawls’s original position, principles of

justice, and their philosophical foundations. It is an essential resource for students and scholars

seeking a deeper understanding of Rawls.

7. The Idea of Justice by Amartya Sen

While not solely focused on Rawls, Amartya Sen’s work engages critically with justice as fairness. Sen

contrasts Rawls’s theory with his own approach emphasizing actual realizations of justice rather than

ideal institutions. This book stimulates important debates on the nature and practice of justice in

society.

8. Justice as Fairness: Political not Metaphysical by Samuel Freeman

Freeman argues that Rawls’s theory should be understood as a political, rather than metaphysical,

doctrine. This interpretation highlights the practical and pluralistic nature of justice as fairness. The

book contributes to contemporary discussions on how Rawls’s ideas apply in diverse democratic

societies.

9. Rawls, Justice and the Social Contract: Essays on the Philosophy of John Rawls edited by Norman

Daniels

Norman Daniels compiles influential essays that explore Rawls’s contributions to social contract theory

and justice. The collection addresses key themes such as fairness, equality, and the role of

institutions. It is an insightful resource for those studying Rawls’s impact on political and moral

philosophy.
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