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John Rawls is a key figure — arguably the key figure — in twentieth century Western political

philosophy. His work reinvigorated a relatively stagnant field of enquiry and those writing later could

modify, refine or reject his view, but they could not ignore it.

Rawls revives contractualism although his contractualism is quite unlike that of Hobbes, Locke,

Rousseau and Kant. The type of contract Rawls is interested in is not one to which actual people

would necessarily agree in the real world. It is, rather, one which suitably abstracted persons would

agree to in a suitably abstracted situation. Rawls takes himself to be presenting a conception of

justice and the contractualist move is part of the particular conception of justice which he wishes to

defend.

‘Justice as fairness’ is a very early statement of Rawls’s view (1958). The full version of the

theory is presented in A theory of justice (1971, 1999). We will also see some of the changes Rawls

made in response to his critics later in the course.

We can think of Rawls’s view as having two main parts:

A. Criteria for determining whether a set of principles governing the basic structures of society

are just. The basic structure is concerned with the rights and responsibilities people have and

the way that the benefits and burdens of the society are to be shared. The rights and benefits

are the primary social goods.

e.g. “Principles are just if, and only if, all actual persons agree to them”; “they are just if, and only

if, a majority of those in every generation agree to them”; “they are just if perfectly virtuous

people would prefer them to all other candidates”; and so on.

B. A defence of a particular conception of justice consisting of two principles.

1. Everyone is to have as many and as much of the basic liberties as is consistent with

everybody else having the same.

This principle is concerned with basic political and social rights and liberties e.g. freedom

of expression and association, suffrage etc.

2. Inequalities in the distribution of other primary goods are justified if, and only if:

i. Everyone has a fair chance to compete for positions which confer greater benefits.

e.g. Anybody can run for mayor and has a genuinely fair opportunity to do so.

ii. The inequalities are to everyone’s advantage.

This essentially means that the worst off do better in absolute terms if the inequalities

are permitted than they would do if the inequalities were disallowed.

This principle is concerned primarily with the distribution of material goods — wealth

and income.

We will consider Rawls’s criteria for just principles in detail next week. For now, the key idea

is that principles are just if, and only if, they would be preferred to other alternatives by persons

deciding on the principles in ignorance of both the particulars of their society and their individual

attributes and circumstances1. So people choose without knowing, for example, whether their society

is a rich or poor one; whether the iPad has been invented yet, or the printing press, or the spinning

wheel; what they personally believe makes for a good human life; their races, sexes, talents, sexual

1. I also recommend Jonathan Wolff’s Football Association analogy for help in understanding Rawls’s use of the
‘veil of ignorance’ (1996).
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orientations, socio-economic statuses, classes/castes, creeds etc. They do know that they want as

much of the primary goods — basic rights and liberties, wealth and income — as possible because

any rational person would want these “all-purpose” means regardless of her particular ends. For the

purposes of selecting principles of justice, persons are assumed to be rational, self-interested and

without envy. They will therefore wish to maximise their absolute share of the primary goods.

Rawls thinks that such persons so situated would agree to inequalities in the distribution of wealth

and income only if they improve the situation of the worst off. Is he right? Why or why not?

When responding to weekly prompts, you do not need to include an introduction or conclusion.

You do not have enough words for that!

You do not need to seek outside sources when completing this assignment and I recommend not

doing so but any you do use should be properly cited.

Write about 300–400 words and include a word count. Your assignment should be typed if at all

possible. You should include full references so that I know which versions of texts you have read. Please

bring two copies to class.

The Centre’s Student Handbook (available from Reception) explains the basics of formatting

citations and references (§6 4.3–4.6 pp. 56–61) and includes a pointer to the university’s guides at

http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/insrv/educationandtraining/guides/citingreferences/index.html.

The handbook also explains what plagiarism is and strategies for avoiding it (§6 4.3 pp. 46–51).

You should read this if you are in any doubt whatsoever about these matters. I will be happy to answer

any further questions you may have.
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