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UNDERSTANDING JOHN RAWLS
THEORY OF JUSTICE AS FAIRNESS

Few works in political  philosophy have
reshaped  the  landscape  of  moral  and
legal  thought  as  profoundly  as  John
Rawls' theory of justice as fairness.
Pub l i shed  in i t i a l l y  in  h i s  1971
masterpiece A Theory of Justice,  Rawls
presented a vision of a just society that
was both deeply idealistic and rigorously
argued .  Th i s  theory  remains  a
cornerstone  of  modern  pol i t ical
discourse,  influencing  debates  about
social welfare, individual rights, and the
very structure of democratic institutions.
At its heart, the John Rawls theory of
justice as fairness  is not about what
people might happen to want in a given
moment; it is about the principles that
free and rational persons would agree to
live by if  they set aside their personal
a d v a n t a g e s  a n d  b i a s e s .  T h i s
foundational idea challenges us to think
about equality, liberty, and opportunity
in  a  way  that  is  both  principled  and
deeply humane.

The Historical
and Philosophical

Context
To  appreciate  the  weight  of  Rawls'
contribution, it helps to understand the
philosophical  landscape  he  entered.  In
the  mid-20th  century,  the  dominant
approach  to  political  philosophy  was
largely  utilitarian,  especially  in  the
English-speaking world. Utilitarianism, in
its simplest form, holds that the morally
right action is the one that produces the
greatest good for the greatest number.
While  intuitive  in  some  respects,  this
framework troubled Rawls. He saw that a
society  designed  purely  to  maximise
aggregate  happiness  could,  in  theory,
justify  the  severe  exploitation  of  a
minority  if  the  overall  pleasure  of  the
majority increased. This was, for Rawls,
an  unacceptable  violation  of  individual
dignity.  The  John  Rawls  theory  of
justice as fairness was, in many ways,
a direct and powerful alternative to this
utilitarian  logic.  He  sought  to  build  a
framework  where  the  rights  of  every
individual  were  protected  at  the  most
fundamental level, not traded away for
the good of the many.

The Core Idea:
Justice as
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Fairness
The phrase "justice as fairness"  is  not
merely  a  catchy  title;  it  is  the  very
essence of Rawls' project. For Rawls, the
principles  of  justice  should  be  the
outcome of a fair agreement or contract.
This  brings  us  to  his  most  famous
hypothetical  device:  the  original
position. Imagine, Rawls asks us, that a
group of rational individuals must come
together to decide the basic rules and
structure of the society they will live in.
They are reasonable and self-interested,
but they are placed behind a "veil of
ignorance."  Behind  this  veil,  no  one
knows their place in society, their class
position, their social status, their natural
talents or disabilities, their intelligence,
their  strength,  or  even  their  own
conception of what is good or valuable in
life.  They  know  nothing  of  their  race,
gender, or generation. This is a powerful
thought  experiment  because  it  strips
away all the bargaining advantages that
come  f r om  soc i a l  and  na tu ra l
contingencies.
Why is the veil of ignorance so crucial to
the John Rawls theory of justice as
fairness?  Because  it  ensures  that  no
one can tailor the principles of justice to
their  own  specific  advantage.  If  you  do
not know if you will be born rich or poor,
healthy or sick, talented or average, you
will be forced to choose principles that
are fair  for everyone. You will  not risk
designing a system that could oppress
you  if  you  happen  to  end  up  at  the
bottom of the social ladder. The result,
Rawls argues,  would be an agreement
on two very specific principles of justice.

The Two
Principles of
Justice
Rawls argued that under the conditions
of  the  original  posit ion,  rational
individuals  would  unanimously  agree
upon two fundamental principles. These
are the heart of the John Rawls theory
of  justice as fairness,  and they  are
meant  to  govern  the  distribution  of
rights, opportunities, and resources in a
well-ordered society.
The  First  Principle:  The  Liberty
Principle
This principle is often stated as follows:
"Each person is to have an equal right to
the most extensive total system of equal
basic liberties compatible with a similar
system  of  liberty  for  all."  In  simpler
terms, this means that every citizen is
entitled to a fully adequate scheme of
fundamental  liberties.  These  include
political  liberty  (the  right  to  vote  and
hold  office),  freedom  of  speech  and
assembly,  liberty  of  conscience  and
thought,  f reedom  of  the  person
(including  the  right  to  hold  personal
property),  and  freedom  from  arbitrary
arrest and seizure.
This principle is given priority in Rawls'
scheme.  The  John  Rawls  theory  of
justice as fairness holds that the basic
liberties  of  citizens  cannot  be  sacrificed
for  the  sake  of  greater  social  or
economic  advantages.  You  cannot,  for
example,  suppress  freedom  of  speech
just  because  it  might  lead  to  a  more
stable economy. These liberties are the
bedrock  upon  which  a  just  society  is
built, and they are non-negotiable.
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T h e  S e c o n d  P r i n c i p l e :  T h e
Difference  Principle  and  Fair
Equality  of  Opportunity
While  the  first  principle  addresses  basic
liberties,  the second principle concerns
social and economic inequalities. It has
two parts:

Fair Equality of Opportunity:
This requires that positions and
offices in society be open to all
under conditions of fair equality of
opportunity. This goes beyond a
simple "careers open to talents"
approach. Rawls argues that for
opportunities to be genuinely fair,
society must take active steps to
ensure that those with similar
natural abilities and motivation
have roughly the same chances of
attaining these positions,
regardless of their initial social
background. This means that your
chances of becoming a doctor, a
professor, or a public servant
should not be determined by the
wealth or status of your parents.
This part of the John Rawls
theory of justice as fairness
demands a robust system of public
education, fair access to
healthcare, and policies that
prevent the wealthy from hoarding
opportunity for their children.
The Difference Principle: This is
perhaps the most distinctive and
debated aspect of Rawls' theory. It
states that social and economic
inequalities are only justified if
they are to the greatest benefit of
the least advantaged members of
society. This principle allows for
inequality but only on a very
specific condition. It is acceptable
for a CEO to earn one hundred
times more than an average

worker only if that difference in
pay results in even greater
benefits for the very poorest in
society. How could this happen?
The argument is that inequalities
can create powerful incentives.
The promise of a higher salary
might attract a brilliant innovator,
whose inventions create jobs and
increase the overall wealth of the
economy, wealth that can be
taxed and redistributed to improve
the lot of the least well-off.

In essence, the John Rawls theory of
justice as fairness  does not demand
absolute equality. It is not a communist
manifesto. What it demands is that any
departure from equality must be shown
to work to the advantage of everyone,
particularly the most vulnerable. This is
a  profoundly  different  way  of  thinking
about  social  policy.

How the Two
Principles Work
Together
An  important  structural  feature  of  the
John  Rawls  theory  of  justice  as
fairness  is the "lexical priority" of the
first  principle  over  the  second.  This
means  that  basic  liberties  cannot  be
infringed upon or  traded for  economic
gains.  A  society  cannot  justi fy  a
dictatorship  by  claiming  it  leads  to
higher  economic  growth  for  the  poor.
Liberty is absolute. Furthermore, within
the  second  principle,  fair  equality  of
opportunity  is  given  priority  over  the
difference  principle.  A  society  cannot
justify discriminatory hiring practices by
claiming they will produce more wealth
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for the least advantaged. The doors of
opportunity must be genuinely open to
all.

Applications and
Real-World
Relevance
The John Rawls theory of justice as
fairness  is  not  merely  an  abstract
academic exercise; it has profound real-
world implications. It provides a powerful
framework  for  thinking  about  a  wide
range of public policy issues:

Taxation and Redistribution:
Rawls' theory offers a strong
normative case for progressive
taxation and a robust social safety
net. If we accept the difference
principle, then a system of welfare,
universal healthcare, and public
services can be seen not as charity
but as a fundamental requirement
of justice.
Healthcare Policy: If we are
behind the veil of ignorance, not
knowing if we will be born with a
debilitating illness, we would likely
want a society that guarantees a
basic level of healthcare for all.
The John Rawls theory of
justice as fairness can be used
to argue for universal access to
essential medical care as a matter
of justice, not just compassion.
Educational Reform: The
principle of fair equality of
opportunity directly challenges
systems of education that
perpetuate privilege. It calls for
significant investment in early
childhood education, equitable

funding for public schools, and
policies that help students from
disadvantaged backgrounds reach
their full potential.
Climate Justice: More recently,
the original position has been
applied to environmental ethics.
How would a generation behind a
veil of ignorance, not knowing
what resources the future will
have, design a just policy for
managing the planet? This line of
thinking argues for strong
precautionary principles and a
duty to leave future generations a
viable world.

Major Criticisms
of the Theory
No major philosophical theory is without
its critics, and the John Rawls theory
of  justice  as  fairness  has  been
challenged  on  several  fronts.

The Communitarian Critique:
Thinkers like Michael Sandel and
Charles Taylor have argued that
Rawls' vision of the individual in
the original position is too abstract
and atomistic. They contend that
we are not disconnected, blank-
slate choosers; we are
fundamentally shaped by our
communities, traditions, and
relationships. The "unencumbered
self" of the original position, they
argue, is a philosophical fiction
that ignores the deep social ties
that give our lives meaning. For
communitarians, the John Rawls
theory of justice as fairness
prioritizes individual rights over
the common good in a way that
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can weaken social cohesion.
The Libertarian Critique:
Thinkers like Robert Nozick in his
book Anarchy, State, and Utopia
offered a powerful libertarian
counterpoint. Nozick argued that
Rawls' difference principle is unjust
because it treats individuals'
natural talents as a common asset
to be distributed for the benefit of
others. Nozick argued that
individuals have a strong right to
self-ownership and to the fruits of
their labor. Forcing a talented
person to work for the benefit of
the less talented, even if they are
behind a veil of ignorance,
amounts to a form of forced labor.
For libertarians, the John Rawls
theory of justice as fairness is
too interventionist and violates
individual property rights.
The Feminist Critique: Thinkers
like Susan Moller Okin criticized
Rawls for initially failing to apply
the principles of justice to the
family structure. She argued that
the family is a primary institution
where justice and injustice are
learned, and that the veil of
ignorance should be used to
question the traditional gender
roles and inequalities that exist
within the household. While Rawls
later engaged with some of these
critiques, the feminist challenge
remains an important part of the
ongoing conversation.
Practicality and Information
Problems: Some critics argue that
the difference principle is
incredibly difficult to implement in
practice. How do we define "the
least advantaged"? How do we
measure whether an inequality
truly benefits them? The

informational demands of the John
Rawls theory of justice as
fairness can seem overwhelming
in the messy reality of political life.

The Enduring
Legacy of Rawls
Despite  these  powerful  criticisms,  the
John  Rawls  theory  of  justice  as
fairness remains the starting point for
nearly all modern discussions of justice.
He fundamentally changed the terms of
the  debate.  Before  Rawls,  political
philosophy was largely in retreat, seen
as  a  somewhat  irrelevant  branch  of
ethics. Rawls brought it roaring back to
life  with  a  systematic,  powerful,  and
deeply humane vision.
His  work  forces  us  to  think  rigorously
about what we owe to one another as
citizens. It challenges us to examine our
social institutions and ask whether they
truly  serve  the  interests  of  the  most
vulnerable.  The  veil  of  ignorance
remains one of the most potent thought
experiments in all of philosophy, a tool
that  can  instantly  clarify  our  moral
intuit ions.  When  we  argue  about
obscene levels  of  CEO pay,  about  the
fairness  of  a  tax  code,  or  about  the
moral necessity of universal healthcare,
we are, in a very real sense, arguing in
the shadow of the John Rawls theory
of justice as fairness.

Conclusion
The John Rawls theory of justice as
fairness is a monumental achievement
in political thought. It offers a compelling
vision  of  a  society  that  respects  the
equal moral worth of every person while
acknowledging that economic and social
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inequal i t ies  can  somet imes  be
productively  managed.  By requiring us
to  step  behind  the  veil  of  ignorance,
Rawls  asks us to  be fair  not  out  of  a
sense of charity, but out of a clear-eyed

understanding  that  luck  plays  an
enormous role in our lives. We did not
earn our talents or our station in life; we
were simply born into them. A


