
PSIR in 150 Days Political Theory       Crafting Excellence… 

Rawls Theory of Justice

Rawls – Social Liberal Context

Now imagine America in the mid-20th century — 
a society burning with social conflict. The 
struggles of Black people, the rising voice of 
women, movements for disarmament and peace 
— all demanded one thing: a society that is not 
just orderly, but truly just.

Enter John Rawls — a social liberal, deeply 
egalitarian, and a sharp critic of utilitarianism. 
Rawls asked a very simple but powerful 
question: How can a society remain peaceful and 
stable if its very idea of justice is not acceptable to 
everyone? For him, justice must not only exist—it 
must also appear rational to all.

At that time, the dominant idea of justice came 
from utilitarianism—the logic of maximizing the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number. But 
Rawls saw a danger here: utilitarianism 
undermines human dignity, because it allows 
the suffering of some to be justified for the benefit 
of others.

Here, Rawls turns to Kant. Kant said: the right is 
prior to the good . That means there are 
fundamental values—human dignity, liberty, 
fairness—that cannot be violated, no matter what 
the so-called greater good is. Justice, therefore, 
cannot be reduced to a political bargaining chip 
or a social calculus of pleasure and pain.

For Rawls, justice is the first virtue of social 
institutions. Only after justice do we talk about 
efficiency, merit, and order. Because without 
justice, all the rest collapses.

In essence, Rawls placed human dignity above 
all—beyond numbers, beyond bargains, beyond 
majoritarian convenience.

Rawls’ Method – The Social Contract 

Approach

Rawls says: If we want principles of justice that are 
fair, then we must choose them in a fair way. 
And for that, he turns to the social contract 
method.

Imagine this: heads of families come together, 
voluntarily engaging in a rational method to 
decide how society should be organized. But 
before they can sign any contract, Rawls places 
them in what he calls the original position — 
something like the state of nature.

In this original position, people are stripped of 
all privileges, identities, and advantages. They 
don’t know if they will be born rich or poor, male 
or female, Black or white. This forces them to 
think fairly, because no one would design rules 
that could later hurt themselves.

From this position, they assemble to derive 
principles of justice. Their task is to decide how 
primary goods—like liberty, rights, income, 
wealth, and dignity—will be distributed. Once 
these essentials are secured, individuals are free 
to pursue their secondary goods—their personal 
goals in life, like becoming a doctor, engineer, or 
scientist.

Now notice the difference: Unlike Hobbes, who 
assumed human nature to be selfish and driven 
by fear, Rawls assumes that individuals are moral 
persons—they are willing to cooperate. And like 
Locke, Rawls also assumes they are rational—
capable of reasoning about fairness.

So, Rawls’ brilliance lies here: he combines 
morality with rationality. He imagines a society 
designed not by fear or power, but by free and 
rational persons, who care about justice for all.

In short, the social contract method for Rawls is 
not just about agreeing to live together—it’s 
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about agreeing to live together justly.

Rawls’ Veil of Ignorance – The Real Test of 

Justice

Now here comes the most brilliant stroke in 
Rawls’ method: the veil of ignorance.

Justice, Rawls says, emerges from the veil of 
ignorance. Why? Because only behind this veil 
can decisions be based on pure reason without 
bias.

Picture this: you are about to design the rules of 
society—but before you do, a veil drops over 
you. This veil hides all facts about yourself and 
others. You don’t know your talent, your 
advantage, or your disadvantage. You don’t 
know if you will be born rich or poor, privileged 
or marginalized.

In fact, you don’t even know the exact society 
you live in—you only have a general idea of 
economic and human psychology. That’s it.

Now, negotiations begin. How do they take 
place? Through rational deliberation and a 
process called reflective equilibrium—where 
principles are continuously tested, balanced, and 
refined against moral intuitions and societal 
values.

And here’s the beauty: this is not a one-time 
contract. It’s a continuous process, shaped by the 
values of society as it evolves—think of how 
LPG (liberalisation, privatisation, globalisation) 
reshaped economies, cultures, and demands for 
justice worldwide. The principles of fairness 
must keep adjusting to these realities, while 
never losing sight of human dignity.

Behind the veil of ignorance, selfishness 
disappears, bias collapses, and only justice 
remains.

Rawls’ Principles of Justice – The Rules of a 

Fair Society

We’ve stood behind the veil of ignorance, and 
we asked: “What kind of society would we agree to 
live in, if we had no clue who we’d be?”

From this process, Rawls tells us, emerge three 
great principles of justice:

1. Maximum Equal Liberty – Everyone must 
have the same liberty to pursue rational 
goals. Freedom of speech, thought, conscience, 
political participation—these cannot be 
compromised. No one’s liberty can be traded 
for someone else’s gain.

2. Equality of Opportunity – A fair society 
ensures that positions and chances are truly 
open to all, not just to the privileged few. Your 
birth, caste, or background should not decide 
your destiny—only your effort and merit.

3. The Difference Principle – And here lies 
Rawls’ genius. He admits: differences in 
talent make inequality inevitable. But, he 
says, inequality can still be justified—only if it 
works to the benefit of the least advantaged.

This means a just society manages inequality by 
institutions—through a welfare state that 
provides healthcare, education, social security, 
and through progressive taxation where the 
wealthy contribute more for the upliftment of the 
weak.

And why do people agree? Because, Rawls 
reminds us, even the weakest link in a chain is 
as important as the strongest link. Break the 
weakest, and the entire chain collapses. A society 
that lifts its weakest is, in truth, the strongest.

That is Rawls’ dream: a society where liberty is 
equal, opportunity is fair, and inequality—when 
it exists—works like a ladder that even the 
poorest can climb.
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Debates on Principles – The Clash of Ideas

Remember: Rawls built his three principles of 
justice with care — liberty, opportunity, and the 
difference principle. But the moment he put them 
out, the debates exploded.

Marxists were the first to raise the red flag. They 
said: “Rawls, you are simply giving a vulgar 
justification of inequality.” For them, inequality 
is not to be managed — it is to be abolished. By 
accepting that inequality is inevitable, Rawls, in 
their eyes, is legitimising the capitalist order.

Then came Nozick, the libertarian. He shot back 
with an even harsher claim: Rawls’ welfare 
redistribution is nothing but bonded labour. 
How? If I am compelled to give the fruits of my 
labour for others, Nozick says, it is an aggression 
on man’s personality, a violation of human 
dignity. For him, taxation beyond minimum state 
functions is simply forced labour.

But Rawls had a deeper response. He argued that 
the most rational principle is one that could be 
acceptable to both sides.

• To the liberals, who cherish liberty and 
opportunity, he gives the first two principles.

• To the socialists, who demand justice for the 
poor, he gives the difference principle. 
And thus, social liberalism emerges — a 
philosophy that accepts all three principles, 
balancing freedom with fairness.

Finally, Rawls says: a truly rational person 
doesn’t think only as the most advantaged, 
enjoying privileges, nor only as the least 
advantaged, suffering deprivation. Instead, they 
think from both positions at once. That is what 
makes his vision powerful — it forces empathy 
into reason.

So, the debate continues: Marxists call it 
compromise, Nozick calls it slavery, but Rawls 

calls it justice — the middle path where liberty 
and equality shake hands.

Max–Min Approach – Rawls’ Balancing Act

Now imagine life as a big gamble. None of us 
knows what card we will be dealt — maybe 
talent, maybe disability, maybe wealth, maybe 
poverty. How do we make rules for such a 
society?

Rawls says: we should follow the max–min 
approach. That means:

• Maximise advantages like talent, skill, and 
creativity.

• M i n i m i s e d i s a d v a n t a g e s l i k e r i s k s , 
vulnerabilities, and unfair setbacks.

This way, society doesn’t crush the weak, but it 
also doesn’t waste the potential of the strong.

And here’s the brilliance: liberty is the first 
virtue. Before anything else, people must be free 
to pursue their rational goals. Without liberty, 
even equality loses meaning.

But Rawls is not naïve. He knows life comes with 
disadvantages. To deal with them, he compares 
justice to insurance: just like we insure our house 
against fire, society should insure people against 
risks of poverty, unemployment, or illness. That’s 
where his difference principle comes in — to 
minimise disadvantages.

Yet — and this is crucial — insurance cannot be 
the first choice. No one should aim only for 
safety nets; the rational man remains optimistic, 
first striving for achievement, growth, and 
opportunity, and only then falling back on the 
safeguards.

In short, the max–min approach is Rawls’ way of 
saying: “Let us create a society where liberty inspires 
us, opportunity drives us, and fairness protects us.

Application – Justice as Fairness in Real Life
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Now here comes the beauty of Rawls. He doesn’t 
just stop at abstract philosophy. He takes his idea 
of justice as fairness and shows how it must 
shape both political institutions and broader 
social life.

In the political sphere, justice as fairness means:

• The Constitution should guarantee equal 
basic liberties to everyone.

• Institutions like Parliament, courts, and 
government must operate on principles of fair 
equality of opportunity and the difference 
principle.

But Rawls goes further. He says justice is not just 
a political contract, it’s a social ethic. It must 
guide how we look at everyday life — education, 
jobs, health, and even how we treat the 
disadvantaged.

Imagine this: if our schools only served the rich, 
or if healthcare was only for the privileged, could 
we call that society “just”? Rawls says no. Justice 
as fairness insists that social cooperation must 
ensure both liberty and fairness in the lived 
experiences of people.

That is why welfare policies, progressive 
taxation, and social security nets are not charity 
— they are a moral duty of a just society.

So, Rawls stretches the meaning of justice:

• From the political sphere (laws, rights, 
institutions) →

• Into the broader social life (education, 
healthcare, opportunities, dignity).

In short, justice for Rawls is not a cold legal 
principle. It’s the heartbeat of a fair society, 
present everywhere — in Parliament, in 
classrooms, in hospitals, and in our daily 
interactions.

PYQ

1. How has Rawls enriched the idea of justice in 
liberalism? 20, 2021

2. Make a comparative assessment of Greek 
perspective of Justice with the Rawlsian 
concept of Justice. 20, 2020

3. Comment on: Distributive Justice. 10, 2018

4. Analyse John Rawis just ificat ion of 
discrimination to achieve the goals of Justice. 
15, 2018

5. Rawls' theory of justice is both contractual 
and distributive. Examine. 20, 2017

6. Comment on: Difference Principle in Rawls’ 
Theory of Justice 10, 2015

7. Comment on: "Original position”. 10, 2013

8. Comment on: 'Veil of ignorance. 20, 2010
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