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What are Rawls’ two Principle of Justice and how does he arrive at them. 

 

As justice is a difficult substance to define; words like fairness, equality, 

liberty and balance, and in general terms ‘just principles,’ all loosely sit 

together to define the application of justice.  However, many philosophers 

disagree as to the parameters and content of justice, in relation to the need 

and use of justice by State and Society, verses the individual.  The resulting 

fact is, that we find many variants and conceptions of the subject.  Justice only 

exit whilst individuals see the need to come together and form a collective, 

and in turn, form a society.  It is at this time that the need for justice comes 

into effect, in the pursuit of equality of those, who form the collective, and the 

protection given to all who congregate and exchange one right for another, in 

a just society all should be equal, for a concept of  Justice to exist. 

 

Ideas put forward that justice is -acting in the interest of the strongest - who 

have the power to decide was is right, and that others follow for fear; are 

rejected —in particular by Plato.  Plato did not see justice as equality or as 

group interests, rejecting this strongest group theory, but, in everyone 

working together in the common good.  Socrates saw justice in terms of 

different groups in society playing their part in the society as a whole.  Using 

the example of the soul to illustrate his point, that justice lies in the balance of 

the mind, spirit, and appetite, as each performs its task for the good of the 

individual.  Plato also saw the preoccupation of ‘truth’ and of philosophers 

searching for truth, being the means by which to obtain justice.  The examples 

and theories of justice are too great to cover, and the variations and views to 

immense.  As Rawls’ theory of justice is the subject of this essay we will now 

look in detail at his view.  As we look at Rawl’s theory and principles of 

justice we have a choice to decide whether or not one agrees with his theory 

of justice. 
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As stated earlier, the need for justice only becomes applicable if a collective is 

considered, so Rawls starts by using the model1 of a social contract by which 

to build into his principles of justice.  Rawls’ first consideration when trying 

to set up the conditions to achieve universal justice in a society, is to remove 

the distractions and affective influences of self interest.  This we (persons) do 

through knowledge of ones position in society and so protection of one’s own 

interest become the preoccupation of the individual when considering the 

parameters and contents of justice; in Rawls’ rational view.  So Rawls in 

bringing a group together, states that the group must forget everything about 

themselves -who they are -whether they poor or wealthy, man or woman, 

skills or potential, their race and position in society2.  They are just 

individuals3 given the job of constructing a hypothetical social contract. 

 

He then puts forward the two principle4 that this group will also need before 

going forward.  First Liberty, each person should have rights to the greatest 

number of basic liberties as possible5, and as long as no-one is prevented from 

having those fundamental liberties. 

His second principle is Distribution of Resources6, he does not work form the 

view of total scarcity and states that given there are social inequalities the 

least advantaged must receive the greatest benefits. 

 

This produces justice based on ‘fairness,’ and that if inequality exists at all, it 

must run in favour of, and to the benefit of the weakest or least advantaged.  

This Rawls’ feels should be the principles on which society could to be based 

upon, and particularly social Justice. 

 

 
1 His model is a device not actually a contract, on which to produce justification and the exposition of his theory. 
2PP228 Jurisprudence, Rawls calls this the ‘vial of ignorance’. 
3 PP 160 Teach Yourself Philosophy, “free rational persons concerned to further their own interest would accept in a 
initial position of equality as defining the fundamental terms of their association.” 
4Rawls uses Harts ‘concept’ theory at this point to ensure the best principles lead the contract.  
5This he does to promote the result of highest possible primary basic goods for all in society. 
6 Social & economic inequalities that are both (a) to the greatest possible benefit if the least advantages consistent with 
the “Just Savings Principle” (b) attached to offices open to all conditions of fair equality of opportunity. 
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In my personal view I feel Rawls has considered society in the following way.  

That, if we wish to construct a modern forward thinking liberal society, the 

acts of that society should be gregarious in character and protectionism for all 

its practice.  By being preoccupied with the least advantaged to the point of 

bias, that society emanates justice by concept not conception7..  As to draw on 

the distinction as too, who are in need, and then judge why they are in need, 

before allowing them that material or facility -is to allow personal prejudice to 

decide on distribution of that material or facility, and not principled right 

under fairness.  Rawls tries to avoid such influencing factors by initiating 

conditions on which, the principle architects in society, or, in his theory his 

party, need to protect all in society.  He does this by making sure that those 

who are developing his hypothetical social contract, have no way of knowing 

to what extent they may need specific rights and benefits within their 

contract.  This he cleverly does, by removing their identity within the society, 

he ensures, that justice for all is not only considered, but accounted for. 

 

In supporting his theory, he turns to the utilitarian view and rejects the 

classical idea, that supports increases in population even if utility then 

decreases.  Utilitarianism also ignores the distinction of persons.  They also 

see as rational, the trade of sacrifice for larger gains, so utilitarianism also 

requires a trade-off of welfare of some, against the welfare of others, going 

against moral intuition.  It defends its legitimacy with the example of 

accepting the pain of having a tooth pulled for the greater long term good and 

pleasure of the individual, but that means the action is for oneself.  They then 

advocate its reasonable that, the sacrifices of the pain of one, is reasonable for 

the individual gain of another.  Utilitarianism begins with an account of 

‘good,’ and defines as right, that which brings about good.  This contradiction 

takes account of unjustly obtained happiness. 

 

 
7 By this I mean the rights and duties of the society that the principle of justice advocate one’s social advantages 
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In Average utility, the allowance of sacrifice of persons for others, is 

unacceptable.  Specifically, if a person were in the OP ‘original position8’why 

would they choose the Average Utilitarian position when they may well be 

within the sacrificed group under the system.  The vial of ignorance denies 

them knowledge of their position, so to chose Average Utility is to risk your 

position9.  In Utilitarian terms, there is some value in choosing it, on rational 

grounds, on the principle ‘insufficient reason’ in that the probabilities are at 

least equal for all.  

 

Rawls believes this proposal would be rejected under POP ‘parties to the 

original position,’ on the ground of risk-taking, and so opt for the ‘maximin’ 

strategy —this guarantees basic liberty, and maximises good only as far as a 

minimum good is maintained for the least advantaged.  Moreover, adopting 

the ‘maximin’ criterion for making choices under conditions of uncertainty, 

we always rank alternatives by their worst outcomes.  Choosing the one with 

least-worst outcome when compared with the other options under the same 

criterion of examination, would be the reasoned choice.  

 

This leaves Rawls in no doubt as to his rejection of utilitarianism.  He 

considers the conditions that must exist for a theory of justice to evolve.  

Rawls set them up as a list of one to five: first, a theory must be general, and 

universal in application, then, it needs to be fully publicised, as a secret theory 

has no point, it must then impose on competing claims, and have finality in 

the philosophy. 

 

Rawls’ method clarifies his concept as an (objective) approach from the 

conception or (subjective) approach which theories must deal with.  By 

ensuring the party are mutually disinterested he promotes a concept which 

deal with rights and duties.  This results in the appropriate division of social 

advantage.  Rawls puts justice ahead of happiness which is where his neutral 

 
8 OP is a starting  position of being ‘reasonable and fair,’ as are the preconditions set out by Rawls to his group of 
social contractors 
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conception of justice10 is afforded.  Using neutral conception of justice with 

fair opportunity found through a deductive and inductive11 process, 

produces the goals and values, as the criteria for rational prudence d

These are the conditions Rawls’ believes will best facilitate a concept of justice  

and he supports these with the ‘just savings principle’ in which his party are 

all of the same generation, and of families.  The just savings principle protect 

the past and future members of society reminding the party that non-altruism 

might be logical but not Just.  So considerations for futures family members 

need to be considered.  In giving them the ‘difference principle’ all parties will 

accept such economic inequalities on the same basis of the previous principle, 

as well as the ‘fair equality of opportunity principle.’  The least advantaged 

are again benefited as they are not to be sacrificed for the better off, but must 

be put in the best position available.12 

 

In summary Rawls’ Principle of Justice, attempts to move away from the 

dominant twentieth century generally accepted utilitarian view of society.  

Whilst doing so, he returns to a point in history when the idea of a social 

contract was a position from which to start seeking the values and 

conceptions of justice in society. The distribution of that societies most 

precious commodity.  Whilst his motives are to produce a principle of justice, 

he makes certain assumptions, first, that social co-operation be preferred.  If 

no one does succeed, then you don’t have a society.  So all must co-operate, in 

the pooling of talents, and decide how they will be distributed.  There are 

those that see themselves as strong enough to stand-alone, as is their 

conception of their life-style.  If this life-style was to change dramatically 

tomorrow, we can only guess as to what view they would hold to such 

principles, today, in comparison to tomorrow.  As I consider Rawls’ Principle 

of Justice and the thought process that he has invested, its only particle use is 

 
9The parties Risk aversion would and maximin alternative would remove the need for gambling. 
10 “It is only when we know that happiness is Just that we regard happiness as having any positive value.” 
11 Reflective equilibrium imposed on those who accept our principles after discovery, where the OP results as 
considered judgements. 
12 The difference principle follows logically from the adoption of a maximin strategy. 
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academic.  Whilst considerations are made on predominately economic 

grounds, in the real world.  Such a prestigious view could never prevail. 
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