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AN EGALITARIAN THEORY OF JUSTICE1 
John Rawls 
THE ROLE OF JUSTICE 

Justice is the first virtue of social institutions, as truth is of systems of thought. A theory 
however elegant and economical must be rejected or revised if it is untrue; likewise laws 
and institutions no matter how efficient and well-arranged must be reformed or abolished 
if they are unjust. Each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice that even the 
welfare of society as a whole cannot override.  For this reason justice denies that the loss 
of freedom for some is made right by a greater good shared by others. It does not allow 
that the sacrifices imposed on a few are outweighed by the larger sum of advantages 
enjoyed by many. Therefore in a just society the liberties of equal citizenship are taken as 
settled; the rights secured by justice are not subject to political bargaining or to the 
calculus of social interests. The only thing that permits us to acquiesce in an erroneous 
theory is the lack of a better one; analogously, an injustice is tolerable only when it is 
necessary to avoid an even greater injustice. Being first virtues of human activities, truth 
and justice are uncompromising. 

 These propositions seem to express our intuitive conviction of the primary of 
justice. No doubt they are expressed too strongly. In any event I wish to inquire whether 
these contentions or others similar to them are sound, and if so how they can be 
accounted for. To this end it is necessary to work out a theory of justice in the light of 
which these assertions can be interpreted and assessed. I shall begin by considering the 
role of the principles of justice.  Let us assume, to fix ideas, that a society is a more or less 
self-sufficient association of persons who in their relations to one another recognize 
certain rules of conduct as binding and who for the most part act in accordance with 
them.  Suppose further that these rules specify a system of cooperation designed to 
advance the good of those taking part in it.  Then, although a society is a cooperative 
venture for mutual advantage, it is typically marked by a conflict as well as by an identity 
of interests.  There is an identity of interests since social cooperation makes possible a 
better life for all than any would have if each were to live solely by his own efforts.  There 
is a conflict of interests since persons are not indifferent as to how the greater benefits 
produced by their collaboration are distributed, for in order to pursue their ends they each 
prefer a larger to a lesser share. A set of principles is required for choosing among the 
various social arrangements which determine this division of advantages and for 
underwriting an agreement on the proper distributive shares. These principles are the 
principles of social justice: they provide a way of assigning rights and duties in the basic 
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institutions of society and they define the appropriate distribution of the benefits and 
burdens of social cooperation. 

THE MAIN IDEA OF THE THEORY OF JUSTICE 

My aim is to present a conception of justice which generalizes and carries to a higher 
level of abstraction the familiar theory of the social contract as found, say, in Locke, Rous-
seau, and Kant. In order to do this we are not to think of the original contract as one to 
enter a particular society or to set up a particular form of government. Rather, the guiding 
idea is that the principles of justice for the basic structure of society are the object of the 
original agreement.  They are the principles that free and rational persons concerned to 
further their own interests would accept in an initial position of equality as defining the 
fundamental terms of their association. These principles are to regulate all further 
agreements; they specify the kinds of social cooperation that can be entered into and the 
forms of government that can be established. This way of regarding the principles of 
justice I shall call justice as fairness. 

 Thus we are to imagine that those who engage in social cooperation choose 
together, in one joint act, the principles which are to assign basic rights and duties and to 
determine the division of social benefits. Men are to decide in advance how they are to 
regulate their claims against one another and what is to be the foundation charter of their 
society. Just as each person must decide by rational reflection what constitutes his good, 
that is, the system of ends which it is rational for him to pursue, so a group of persons 
must decide once and for all what is to count among them as just and unjust. The choice 
which rational men would make in this hypothetical situation of equal liberty, assuming 
for the present that this choice problem has a solution, determines the principles of 
justice. 

In Justice as fairness the original position of equality corresponds to the state of 
nature in the traditional theory of the social contract. This original position is not, of 
course, thought of as an actual historical state of affairs, much less as a primitive 
condition of culture. It is understood as a purely hypothetical situation characterized so as 
to lead to a certain conception of justice. Among the essential features of this situation is 
that no knows his place in society, his class position or social status, nor does any one 
know his fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence, 
strength, and the like.  I shall even assume that the parties do not know their conceptions 
of the good or their special psychological propensities. The principles of justice are 
chosen behind a veil of ignorance. This ensures that no one is advantaged or 
disadvantaged in the choice of principles by the outcome of natural chance or the 
contingency of social circumstances.  Since all are similarly situated and no one is able to 
design principles to favor his particular condition, the principles of justice are the result of 
a fair agreement or bargain. For given the circumstances of the original position, the 
symmetry of everyone's relations to each other, this initial situation is fair between in-
dividuals as moral persons, that is, as rational beings with their own ends and capable, I 
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shall assume, of a sense of justice. The original position is, one might say, the appropriate 
initial status quo, and thus the fundamental agreements reached in it are fair. This 
explains the propriety of the name "justice as fairness": it conveys the idea that the 
principles of justice are agreed to in an initial situation that is fair. The name does not 
mean that the concepts of justice and fairness are the same, any more than the phrase 
"poetry as metaphor" means that the concepts of poetry and metaphor are the same. 

Justice as fairness begins, as I have said, with one of the most general of all choices 
which persons might make together, namely, with the choice of the first principles of a 
conception of justice which is to regulate all subsequent criticism and reform of institu-
tions. Then, having chosen a conception of justice, we can suppose that they are to 
choose a constitution and a legislature to enact laws, and so on, all in accordance with 
the principles of justice initially agreed upon. Our social situation is just if it is such that 
by this sequence of hypothetical agreements we would have contracted into the general 
system of rules which defines it. 

…It may be observed, however, that once the principles of justice are thought of as 
arising from an original agreement in a situation of equality, it is an open question 
whether the principle of utility would be acknowledged. Offhand it hardly seems likely 
that persons who view themselves as equals, entitled to press their claims upon one 
another, would agree to a principle which may require lesser life prospects for some 
simply for the sake of a greater sum of advantages enjoyed by others. Since each desires 
to protect his interests, his capacity to advance his conception of the good, no one has a 
reason to acquiesce in an enduring loss for himself in order to bring about a greater net 
balance of satisfaction. In the absence of strong and lasting benevolent impulses, a 
rational man would not accept a basic structure merely because it maximized the alge-
briac sum of advantages irrespective of its permanent effects on his own basic rights and 
interests. Thus it seems that the principle of utility is incompatible with the conception of 
social cooperation among equals for mutual advantage. It appears to be inconsistent with 
the idea of reciprocity implicit in the notion of a well-ordered society. Or, at any rate, so I 
shall argue. 

I shall maintain instead that the persons in the initial situation would choose two 
rather different principles: the first requires equality in the assignment of basic rights and 
duties, while the second holds that social and economic inequalities, for example 
inequalities of wealth and authority, are just only if they result in compensating benefits 
for everyone, and in particular for the least advantaged members of society. These 
principles rule out justifying institutions on the grounds that the hardships of some are off-
set by a greater good in the aggregate. It may be expedient but it is not just that some 
should have less in order that others may prosper. But there is no injustice in the greater 
benefits earned by a few provided that the situation of persons not so fortunate is thereby 
improved. The intuitive idea is that since everyone’s wellbeing depends upon a scheme of 
cooperation without which no one could have a satisfactory life, the fivision of 
advantages should be such as to draw forth the willing cooperation of everyone taking 
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part in it, including those less well situated.  Yet this can be expected only if reasonable 
terms are proposed. The two principles mentioned seem to be a fair agreement on the 
basis of which those better endowed, or more fortunate in their social position, neither of 
which we can be said to deserve, could expect the willing cooperation of others when 
some workable scheme is a necessary condition of the welfare of all. Once we decide to 
look for a conception of justice that nullifies the accidents of natural endowment and the 
contingencies of social circumstance as counters in quest for political and economic 
advantage, we are led to these principles.  They express the result of leaving aside those 
aspects of the social world that seem arbitrary from a moral point of view…. 

 

THE ORIGINAL POSITION AND JUSTIFICATION 

 

... The idea here is simply to make vivid to ourselves the restrictions that it seems rea-
sonable to impose on arguments for principles of justice, and therefore on these principles 
themselves. Thus it seems reasonable and generally acceptable that no one should be 
advantaged or disadvantaged by natural fortune or social circumstances in the choice of 
principles. It also seems widely agreed that it should be impossible to tailor principles to 
the circumstances of one's own case. We should insure further that particular inclinations 
and aspirations, and persons' conceptions of their good, do not affect the principles 
adopted. The aim is to rule out those principles that it would be rational to propose for 
acceptance, however little the chance of success, only if one knew certain things that are 
irrelevant from the standpoint of justice. For example, if a man knew that he was wealthy, 
he might find it rational to advance the principle that various taxes for welfare measures 
be counted unjust; if he knew that he was poor, he would most likely propose the 
contrary principle. To represent the desired restrictions one imagines a situation in which 
everyone is deprived of this sort of information. One excludes the knowledge of those 
contingencies which sets men at odds and allows them to be guided by their prejudices. 
In this manner the veil of ignorance is arrived at in a natural way…. 

 

TWO PRINCIPLES OF JUSTICE 

 

I shall now state in a provisional form the two principles of justice that I believe would be 
chosen in the original position…. 

 

The first statement of the two principles reads as follows. 
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First: each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic 
liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others. 

Second: social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that 
they are both (a) reasonably expected to be to everyone's advantage, and (b) 
attached to positions and offices open to all….[The Difference Principle] 

 

By way of general comment, these principles primarily apply, as I have said, to the 
basic structure of society. They are to govern the assignment of rights and duties and to 
regulate the distribution of social and economic advantages. As their formulation sug-
gests, these principles presuppose that the social structure can be divided into two more 
or less distinct parts, the first principle applying to the one, the second to the other. They 
distinguish between those aspects of the social system that define and secure the equal 
liberties of citizenship and those that specify and establish social and economic in-
equalities. The basic liberties of citizens are, roughly speaking, political liberty (the right 
to vote and to be eligible for public office) together with freedom of speech and assembly; 
liberty of conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person along with the right 
to hold (personal) property; and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure as defined by 
the concept of the rule of law. These liberties are all required to be equal by the first 
principle, since citizens of a just society are to have the same basic rights. 

 The second principle applies, in the first approximation, to the distribution of in-
come and wealth and to the design of organizations that make use of differences in 
authority and responsibility, or chains of command.  While the distribution of wealth  and 
income need not be equal, it must be to everyone's advantage, and at the same time, 
positions of authority and offices of command must be accessible to all. One applies the 
second principle by holding positions open, and then, subject to this constraint, arranges 
social and economic inequalities so that everyone benefits. 

These principles are to be arranged in a serial order with the first principle prior to 
the second. This ordering means that a departure from the institutions of equal liberty 
required by the first principle cannot be justified, or compensated for, by greater social 
and economic advantages. The distribution of wealth and income, and the hierarchies of 
authority, must be consistent with both the liberties of equal citizenship and equality of 
opportunity. 

It is clear that these principles are rather specific in their content, and their 
acceptance rests on certain assumptions that I must eventually try to explain and justify. A 
theory of justice depends upon a theory of society in ways that will become evident as we 
proceed. For the present, it should be observed that the two principles (and this holds for 
all formulations) are a special case of a more general conception of justice that can be 
expressed as follows. 
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All social values—liberty and opportunity, income and wealth, and the 
bases of self-respect—are to be distributed equally unless an unequal 
distribution of any, or all, of these values is to everyone's advantage. 

Injustice, then, is simply inequalities that are not to the benefit of all. Of course, this con-
ception is extremely vague and requires interpretation. 

As a first step, suppose that the basic structure of society distributes certain primary 
goods, that is, things that every rational main is presumed to want.  These goods normally 
have a use whatever a person's rational plan of life. For simplicity, assume that the chief 
primary goods at the disposition of society are rights and liberties, powers and 
opportunities, income and wealth. These are the social primary goods. Other primary 
goods such as health and vigor, intelligence and imagination, are natural goods; although 
their possession is influenced by the basic structure, they are not so directly under its 
control. Imagine, then, a hypothetical initial arrangement in which all the social primary 
goods are equally distributed: everyone has similar rights and duties, and income and 
wealth are evenly shared. This state of affairs provides a benchmark for judging 
improvements. If certain inequalities of wealth and organizational powers would make 
everyone better off than in this hypothetical starting situation, then they accord with the 
general conception. 

Now it is possible, at least theoretically, that by giving up some of their 
fundamental liberties men are sufficiently compensated by the resulting social and 
economic gains. 

The general conception of justice imposes no restrictions on what sort of inequalities 

are permissible; it only requires that everyone's position be improved…. 

Now the second principle insists that each person benefit from permissible 
inequalities in the basic structure. This means that it must be reasonable for each relevant 
representative man defined by this structure, when he views it as a going concern, to 
prefer his prospects with the inequality to his prospects without it.  One is not allowed to 
justify differences in income or organizational powers on the ground that the 
disadvantages of those in one position are out-weighed by the greater advantages of those 
in another. Much less can infringements of liberty be counterbalanced in this way. 
Applied to the basic structure, the principle of utility would have us maximize the sum of 
expectations of representative men (weighted by the number of persons they represent, on 
the classical view); and this would permit us to compensate for the losses of some by the 
gains of others. Instead, the two principles require that everyone benefit from economic 
and social inequalities.... 

 

THE TENDENCY TO EQUALITY 
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I wish to conclude this discussion of the two principles by explaining the sense in which 
they express an egalitarian conception of justice. Also I should like to forestall the ob-
jection to the principle of fair opportunity that it leads to a callous meritocratic society. In 
order to prepare the way for doing this, I note several aspects of the conception of justice 
that I have set out. 

First we may observe that the difference principle gives some weight to the 
considerations singled out by the principle of redress. This is the principle that 
undeserved inequalities of birth and natural endowment are undeserved, these 
inequalities are to be somehow compensated for. Thus the principle holds that in order to 
treat all persons equally, to provide genuine equality of opportunity, society must give 
more attention to those with fewer native assets and to those born into the less favorable 
social positions. The idea is to redress the bias of contingencies in the direction of 
equality. In pursuit of this principle greater resources might be spent on the education of 
the less rather than the more intelligent, at least over a certain time of life, say the earlier 
years of school. 

Now the principle of redress has not to my knowledge been proposed as the sole 
criterion of justice, as the single aim of the social order. It is plausible as most such prin-
ciples are only as a prima facie principle, one that is to be weighed in the balance with 
others. For example, we are to weigh it against the principle to improve the average 
standard of life, or to advance the common good. But whatever other principles we hold, 
the claims of redress are to be taken into account. It is thought to represent one of the 
elements in our conception of justice. Now the difference principle is not of course the 
principle of redress. It does not require society to try to even out handicaps as if all were 
expected to compete on a fair basis in the same race. But the difference principle would 
allocate resources in education, say, so as to improve the long-term expectation of the 
least favored. If this end is attained by giving more attention to the better endowed, it is 
permissible; otherwise not. And in making this decision, the value of education should 
not be assessed only in terms of economic efficiency and social welfare. Equally if not 
more important is the role of education in enabling a person to enjoy the culture of his 
society and to take part in its affairs, and in this way to provide for each individual a 
secure sense of his own worth. 

Thus although the difference principle is not the same as that of redress, it does 
achieve some of the intent of the latter principle. It transforms the aims of the basic 
structure so that the total scheme of institutions no longer emphasizes social efficiency 
and technocratic values.... 

... The natural distribution is neither just nor unjust; nor is it unjust that men are 
born into society at some particular position.  These are simply natural facts.  What is just 
and unjust is the way that institutions deal with these facts.  Aristocratic and caste 
societies are unjust because they make these contingencies the ascriptive basis for 
belonging to more or less enclosed and privileged social classes. The basic structure of 
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these societies incorporates the arbitrariness found in nature. But there is no necessity for 
men to resign themselves to these contingencies. The social system is not an 
unchangeable order beyond human control but a pattern of human action. In justice as 
fairness men agree to share one another's fate. In designing institutions they undertake to 
avail themselves of the accidents of nature and social circumstance only when doing so is 
for the common benefit. The two principles are a fair way of meeting the arbitrariness of 
fortune; and while no doubt imperfect in other ways, the institutions which satisfy these 
principles are just.... 

There is a natural inclination to object that those better situated deserve their 
greater advantages whether or not they are to the benefit of others. At this point it is 
necessary to be clear about the notion of desert. It is perfectly true that given a just system 
of cooperation as a scheme of public rules and the expectations set up by it, those who, 
with the prospect of improving their condition, have done what the system announces 
that it will reward are entitled to their advantages. In this sense the more fortunate have a 
claim to their better situation; their claims are legitimate expectations established by 
social institutions, and the community is obligated to meet them. But this sense of desert 
presupposes the existence of the cooperative scheme; it is irrelevant to the question 
whether in the first place the scheme is to be designed in accordance with the difference 
principle or some other criterion. 

Perhaps some will think that the person with greater natural endowments deserves 
those assets and the superior character that made their development possible. Because he 
is more worthy in this sense, he deserves the greater advantages that he could achieve 
with them. This view, however, is surely incorrect. It seems to be one of the fixed points 
of our considered judgments that no one deserves his place in the distribution of native 
endowments, any more than one deserves one's initial starting place in society. The 
assertion that a man deserves the superior character that enables him to make the effort to 
cultivate his abilities is equally problematic, for his character depends in large part upon 
fortunate family and social circumstances for which he can claim no credit. The notion of 
desert seems not to apply to these cases. Thus the more advantaged representative man 
cannot say that he deserves and therefore has a right to a scheme of cooperation in which 
he is permitted to acquire benefits in ways that do not contribute to the welfare of others. 
There is no basis for his making this claim. From the standpoint of common sense, then, 
the difference principle appears to be acceptable both to the more advantaged and to the 
less advantaged individual.... 

 

BACKGROUND INSTITUTIONS FOR DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE 

The main problem of distributive justice is the choice of a social system. The principles of 
justice apply to the basic structure and regulate how its major institutions are combined 
into one scheme. Now, as we have seen, the idea of justice as fairness is to use the notion 
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of pure procedural justice to handle the contingencies of particular situations. The social 
system is to be designed so that the resulting distribution is just however things turn out. 
To achieve this end it is necessary to get the social and economic process within the 
surroundings of suitable political and legal institutions. Without an appropriate scheme of 
these background institutions the outcome of the distributive process will not be just. 
Background fairness is lacking. I shall give a brief description of these supporting 
institutions as they might exist in a properly organized democratic state that allows private 
ownership of capital and natural resources.... 

In establishing these background institutions the government may be thought of as 
divided into four branches.i Each branch consists of various agencies, or activities thereof, 
charged with preserving certain social and economic conditions. These divisions do not 
overlap with the usual organization of government but are to be understood as different 
functions. The allocation branch, for example, is to keep the price system workably 
competitive and to prevent the formation of unreasonable market power. Such power 
does not exist as long as markets cannot be made more competitive consistent with the 
requirements of efficiency and the facts of geography and the preferences of households. 
The allocation branch is also charged with identifying and correcting, say by suitable 
taxes and subsidies and by changes in the definition of property rights, the more obvious 
departures from efficiency caused by the failure of prices to measure accurately social 
benefits and costs. To this end suitable taxes and subsidies may be used, or the scope and 
definition of property rights may be revised. The stabilization branch, on the other hand, 
strives to bring about reasonably full employment in the sense that those who want work 
can find it and the free choice of occupation and the deployment of finance are supported 
by strong effective demand. These two branches together are to maintain the efficiency of 
the market economy generally. 

The social minimum is the responsibility of the transfer branch. . . . The essential 
idea is that the workings of this branch take needs into account and assign them an ap-
propriate weight with respect to other claims. A competitive price system gives no 
consideration to needs and therefore it cannot be the sole device of distribution. There 
must be a division of labor between the parts of the social system in answering to the 
common sense precepts of justice. Different institutions meet different claims. 
Competitive markets properly regulated secure free choice of occupation and lead to an 
efficient use of resources and allocation of commodities to households. They set a weight 
on the conventional precepts associated with wages and warnings, whereas the transfer 
branch guarantees a certain level of well-being and honors the claims of need. . . . 

It is clear that the justice of distributive shares depends on the background institu-
tions and how they allocate total income, wages and other income plus transfers. There is 
with reason strong objection to the competitive determination of total income, since this 
ignores the claims of need and an appropriate standard of life. From the standpoint of the 
legislative stage it is rational to insure oneself and one's descendants against these 
contingencies of the market. Indeed, the difference principle presumably requires this. But 
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once a suitable minimum is provided by transfers, it may be perfectly fair that the rest of 
total income be settled by the price system, assuming that it is moderately efficient and 
free from monopolistic restrictions, and unreasonable externalities have been eliminated. 
Moreover, this way of dealing with the claims of need would appear to be more effective 
than trying to regulate income by minimum wage standards, and the like. It is better to 
assign to each branch only such tasks as are compatible with one another. Since the 
market is not suited to answer the claims of need, these should be met by a separate 
arrangement. Whether the principles of justice are satisfied, then, turns on whether the 
total income of the least advantaged (wages plus transfers) is such as to maximize their 
long-run expectations (consistent with the constraints of equal liberty and fair equality of 
opportunity). 

Finally, there is a distribution branch. Its task is to preserve an approximate justice 
in distributive shares by means of taxation and the necessary adjustments in the rights of 
property. Two aspects of this branch may be distinguished. First of all, it imposes a num-
ber of inheritance and gift taxes, and sets restrictions on the rights of bequest. The purpose 
of these levies and regulations is not to raise revenue (release resources to government) 
but gradually and continually to correct the distribution of wealth and to prevent 
concentrations of power detrimental to the fair value of political liberty and fair equality 
of opportunity. For example, the progressive principle might be applied at the 
beneficiary's end.ii Doing this would encourage the wide dispersal of property which is a 
necessary condition, it seems, if the fair value of the equal liberties is to be maintained. 
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i For the idea of branches of government, see R. A. Musgrave, The Theory of Public Finance (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1959), Ch. I. 
ii See Meade, Efficiency, Equality and the Ownership of Property, pp. 56f. 
 


