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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 advan-
tages enjoyed by many. Therefore in a just soci-
ety the liberties of equal citizenship are taken as 
settled; the rights secured by justice are not sub-
ject 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 intu-
itive  conviction  of  the  primacy  of  justice.  No 
doubt  they  arc  expressed  too  strongly.  In  any 
event  I  wish  to  inquire  whether  these  con-
tentions 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 inter-
preted and assessed. I shall begin by considering 
the role  of  the  principles  of  justice.  Let  us  as-
sume, 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 coopera-
tive 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 jus-

tice: they provide a way of assigning rights and 
duties in the basic institutions of society and they 
define the appropriate distribution of the bene-
fits and burdens of social cooperation.

Now let us say that a society is well-ordered 
when it is not only designed to advance the good 
of its members but when it is also effectively reg-
ulated by a public conception of justice. That is, 
it is a society in which (1) everyone accepts and 
knows that the others accept the same principles 
of  justice,  and  (2)  the  basic  social  institutions 
generally satisfy and are generally known to sat-
isfy these principles. In this case while men may 
put forth excessive demands on one another, they 
nevertheless  acknowledge  a  common point  of 
view from which their claims may be adjudicated. 
If men's inclination to self-interest makes their 
vigilance  against  one  another  necessary,  their 
public sense of justice makes their secure associ-
ation together possible. Among individuals with 
disparate aims and purposes a shared conception 
of  justice establishes  the bonds of  civic  friend-
ship; the general desire for justice limits the pur-
suit of other ends. One may think of a public con-
ception of justice as constituting the fundamental 
charter of a well-ordered human association. . . .

2. The Subject of Justice
Many different kinds of things are said to be just 
and unjust: not only laws, institutions, and social 
systems,  but  also  particular  actions  of  many 
kinds, including decisions, judgments, and im-
putations. We also call the attitudes and disposi-
tions of persons, and persons themselves, just 
and unjust. Our topic, however, is that of social 
justice. For us the primary subject of justice is 
the basic structure of society, or more exactly, 
the way in  which the major  social  institutions 
distribute fundamental rights and duties and de-
termine the division of advantages from social 
cooperation. By major institutions I understand 
the political constitution and the principal eco-
nomic and social arrangements. Thus the legal 
protection of freedom of thought and liberty of 
conscience,  competitive  markets,  private  prop-
erty in the means of production, and the monog-
amous family are examples of major social insti-
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tutions. Taken together as one scheme, the ma-
jor institutions define men's rights and duties 
and influence their life-prospects, what they can 
expect to be and how well they can hope to do. 
The basic structure is the primary subject of jus-
tice because its effects are so profound and pres-
ent from the start. The intuitive notion here is 
that this structure contains various social posi-
tions and that men born into different positions 
have different expectations of life determined, in 
part, by the political system as well as by eco-
nomic and social circumstances. In this way the 
institutions  of  society  favor  certain  starting 
places over others. These are especially deep in-
equalities. Not only are they pervasive, but they 
affect men's initial chances in life; yet they cannot 
possibly be justified by an appeal to the notions 
of merit  or desert.  It is these inequalities, pre-
sumably inevitable in the basic structure of any 
society, to which the principles of social justice 
must in the first instance apply. These principles, 
then, regulate the choice of a political constitu-
tion and the main elements of the economic and 
social system. The justice of a social scheme de-
pends  essentially  on  how  fundamental  rights 
and  duties  are  assigned  and  on  the  economic 
opportunities  and  social  conditions  in  the 
various sectors of society. . . .

3. 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 con-
tract  as  found,  say,  in  Locke,  Rousseau,  and 
Kant.1 In order to do this we are not to think of

1. As the text suggests, I shall regard Locke's Second Treatise  
of Government,  Rousseau's  The Social Contract,  and Kant's 
ethical works beginning with The Foundations of the Meta-
physics of Morals as definitive of the contract tradition. For all 
of its greatness, Hobbes's Leviathan raises special problems. 
A general historical survey is provided by J. W. Gough, The 
Social  Contract,  2nd ed.  (Oxford,  The  Clarendon  Press, 
1957), and Otto Gierke, Natural Law and the Theory of So-
ciety,  trans, with an introduction by Ernest Barker (Cam-
bridge, The University Press, 1934). A presentation of the 
contract view as primarily an ethical theory is to be found in

the original contract as one to enter a particular 
society or to set up a particular form of govern-
ment. Rather, the guiding idea is that the prin-
ciples 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 associa-
tion. These principles are to regulate all further 
agreements; they specify the kinds of social co-
operation 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 en-
gage in social cooperation choose together, in 
one joint act, the principles which are to assign 
basic rights and duties and to determine the di-
vision of social benefits. Men are to decide in ad-
vance  how  they  are  to  regulate  their  claims 
against one another and what is to be the foun-
dation charter of their society. Just as each per-
son must decide by rational reflection what con-
stitutes  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 so-
lution, 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 one knows his place in society, his class 
position or social status, nor does any one know 
his fortune in the distribution of natural assets

G. R. Grice, The Grounds of Moral Judgment (Cambridge, 
The University Press, 1967). . . .
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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 spe-
cial psychological propensities. The principles of 
justice are chosen behind a veil  of ignorance. 
This ensures that no one is advantaged or disad-
vantaged in the choice of principles by the out-
come of natural chance or the contingency of so-
cial 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 indi-
viduals as moral persons, that is, as rational be-
ings with their own ends and capable, I shall as-
sume, 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 per-
sons  might  make  together,  namely,  with  the 
choice of the first principles of a conception of 
justice which is to regulate all subsequent criti-
cism and reform of  institutions.  Then,  having 
chosen a conception of justice, we can suppose 
that they are to choose a constitution and a leg-
islature to enact laws, and so on, all  in accor-
dance  with  the  principles  of  justice  initially 
agreed upon. Our social situation is just if it is 
such that by this sequence of hypothetical agree-
ments we would have contracted into the general 
system of rules which defines it. Moreover, as-
suming that the original position does determine 
a set of principles (that is, that a particular con-
ception of justice would be chosen), it will then 
be true that whenever social institutions satisfy 
these principles those engaged in them can say to 
one another that they are cooperating on terms

to which they would agree if they were free and 
equal  persons whose relations with respect to 
one another were fair. They could all view their 
arrangements as meeting the stipulations which 
they would acknowledge in an initial situation 
that  embodies  widely accepted and reasonable 
constraints on the choice of principles. The gen-
eral recognition of this fact would provide the 
basis for a public acceptance of the correspon-
ding  principles  of  justice.  No society  can,  of 
course, be a scheme of cooperation which men 
enter voluntarily in a literal sense; each person 
finds himself placed at birth in some particular 
position in some particular society, and the na-
ture  of  this  position  materially  afreets  his  life 
prospects. Yet a society satisfying the principles 
of justice as fairness comes as close as a society 
can to being a voluntary scheme, for it meets the 
principles which free and equal persons would 
assent to under circumstances that are fair.  In 
this sense its members are autonomous and the 
obligations they recognize self-imposed.

One feature of justice as fairness is to think of 
the parties in die initial situation as rational and 
mutually disinterested. This does not mean that 
the parties are egoists, that is, individuals with 
only  certain  kinds  of  interests,  say  in  wealth, 
prestige,  and  domination.  But  they  are  con-
ceived as not taking an interest in one another's 
interests.  They are  to  presume that  even their 
spiritual aims may be opposed, in the way that 
the aims of those of different religions may be 
opposed.  Moreover,  the  concept  of  rationality 
must be interpreted as far as possible in the nar-
row sense, standard in economic theory, of tak-
ing the most effective means to given ends. I 
shall modify this concept to some extent,. . . but 
one must  try  to  avoid introducing into it  any 
controversial ethical elements. The initial situa-
tion must be characterized by stipulations that 
are widely accepted.

In working out the conception of justice as 
fairness one main task clearly is  to  determine 
which principles of justice would be chosen in 
the original position.  To do this we must de-
scribe this situation in some detail and formulate 
with care the problem of choice which it pre-
sents. These matters I shall take up in the imme-
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diately succeeding chapters. 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  ac-
knowledged. 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 ca-
pacity 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 be-
cause it maximized the algebraic sum of advan-
tages 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 inconsis-
tent 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 differ-
ent principles: the first requires equality in the 
assignment of basic rights and duties, while the 
second holds that social and economic inequali-
ties, for example inequalities of wealth and au-
thority, are just only if they result in compensat-
ing benefits for everyone, and in particular for 
die least advantaged members of society. These 
principles rule out justifying institutions on the 
grounds that the hardships of some are offset by 
a greater good in the aggregate. It may be expe-
dient 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 for-
tunate is thereby improved. The intuitive idea is 
that since everyone's well-being depends upon a 
scheme of cooperation without  which no one 
could have a satisfactory life, the division of ad-
vantages should be such as to draw forth the will-

ing cooperation of everyone taking part in it, in-
cluding 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 en-
dowed, or more fortunate in their social posi-
tion, neither of which we can be said to deserve, 
could expect the willing cooperation of others 
when some workable scheme is a necessary con-
dition of the welfare of all. Once we decide to 
look for a conception of justice that nullifies the 
accidents of natural endowment and the contin-
gencies  of  social  circumstance  as  counters  in 
quest for political and economic advantage, we 
are led to these principles. They express the re-
sult of leaving aside those aspects of the social 
world that seem arbitrary from a moral point of 
view. . . .

4. The Original Position 
and Justification
I have said that the original position is the ap-
propriate initial status quo which insures that the 
fundamental  agreements reached in it  are fair. 
This fact yields the name "justice as fairness." It 
is clear, then, that I want to say that one concep-
tion of justice is more reasonable than another, 
or justifiable with respect to it, if rational persons 
in the initial situation would choose its principles 
over those of the other for the role of justice. 
Conceptions of justice are to be ranked by their 
acceptability to persons so circumstanced. Un-
derstood in this way the question of justification 
is settled by working out a problem of delibera-
tion:  we have to  ascertain  which principles  it 
would be rational to adopt given the contractual 
situation.  This  connects  the  theory  of  justice 
with the theory of rational choice.

If this view of the problem of justification is to 
succeed, we must, of course, describe in some 
detail the nature of this choice problem. A prob-
lem of rational decision has a definite answer 
only if we know the beliefs and interests of the 
parties,  their  relations with respect  to one an-
other, the alternatives between which they are to 
choose,  the procedure whereby they make up 
their minds, and so on. As the circumstances are
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presented in different ways, correspondingly dif-
ferent principles are accepted. The concept of 
the original position, as I shall refer to it, is that 
of  the most  philosophically favored interpreta-
tion of this initial choice situation for the pur-
poses of a theory of justice.

But how are we to decide what is the most 
favored interpretation? I assume, for one thing, 
that there is a broad measure of agreement that 
principles of justice should be chosen under cer-
tain conditions. To justify a particular description 
of the initial situation one shows that it incorpo-
rates these commonly shared presumptions. One 
argues from widely accepted but weak premises 
to more specific conclusions. Each of the pre-
sumptions should by itself be natural and plau-
sible; some of them may seem innocuous or even 
trivial.  The aim of the contract approach is to 
establish  that  taken  together  they  impose 
significant  bounds  on acceptable  principles  of 
justice.  The ideal outcome would be that these 
conditions determine a unique set of principles; 
but I shall be satisfied if they suffice to rank the 
main traditional conceptions of social justice.

One should not be misled, then, by the some-
what unusual conditions which characterize the 
original position. The idea here is simply to make 
vivid to ourselves the restrictions that it seems 
reasonable  to  impose  on  arguments  for  prin-
ciples of justice, and therefore on these principles 
themselves. Thus it seems reasonable and gener-
ally acceptable that no one should be advantaged 
or disadvantaged by natural fortune or social cir-
cumstances 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 particu-
lar  inclinations  and  aspirations,  and  persons' 
conceptions of their good do not affect the prin-
ciples adopted. The aim is to rule out those prin-
ciples that it would be rational to propose for ac-
ceptance,  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 infor-
mation.  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 nat-
ural way. This concept should cause no difficulty 
if we keep in mind the constraints on arguments 
that it is meant to express. At any time we can 
enter the original position, so to speak, simply by 
following a certain procedure, namely, by argu-
ing for principles of justice in accordance with 
these restrictions.

It seems reasonable to suppose that the par-
ties in the original position are equal. That is, all 
have the same rights in the procedure for choos-
ing principles; each can make proposals, submit 
reasons for their acceptance, and so on. Obvi-
ously the purpose of these conditions is to repre-
sent  equality  between human beings  as  moral 
persons, as creatures having a conception of their 
good and capable of a sense of justice. The basis 
of equality is taken to be similarity in these two 
respects. Systems of ends are not ranked in value; 
and each man is presumed to have the requisite 
ability to understand and to act upon whatever 
principles are adopted. Together with the veil of 
ignorance, these conditions define the principles 
of justice as those which rational persons con-
cerned to advance their interests would consent 
to as equals when none are known to be advan-
taged  or  disadvantaged  by  social  and  natural 
contingencies.

There is, however, another side to justifying a 
particular description of the original  position. 
This is to see if the principles which would be 
chosen match our considered convictions of jus-
tice or extend them in an acceptable way. We can 
note whether applying these principles would 
lead us to make the same judgments about the 
basic structure of society which we now make in-
tuitively  and  in  which  we  have  the  greatest 
confidence; or whether, in cases where our pres-
ent judgments are in doubt and given with hesi-
tation, these principles offer a resolution which 
we can affirm on reflection. There arc questions 
which we feel sure must be answered in a certain
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way. For example, we are confident that religious 
intolerance and racial discrimination are unjust. 
We think that  we have examined these things 
with care and have reached what we believe is an 
impartial judgment not likely to be distorted by 
an  excessive  attention  to  our  own  interests. 
These  convictions  are  provisional  fixed  points 
which  we  presume  any  conception  of  justice 
must fit. But we have much less assurance as to 
what is the correct distribution of wealth and au-
thority. Here we may be looking for a way to re-
move our doubts. We can check an interpreta-
tion of the initial situation, then, by the capacity 
of  its  principles  to  accommodate  our  firmest 
convictions and to provide guidance where guid-
ance is needed.

In searching for the most favored description 
of this situation we work from both ends. We be-
gin by describing it so that it represents generally 
shared and preferably weak conditions. We then 
see if these conditions are strong enough to yield 
a significant set of principles. If not, we look for 
further  premises  equally  reasonable.  But  if  so, 
and these principles match our considered con-
victions of justice, then so far well and good. But 
presumably  there  will  be  discrepancies.  In  this 
case we have a choice. We can either modify the 
account of the initial situation or we can revise 
our existing judgments, for even the judgments 
we take provisionally as fixed points are liable to 
revision. By going back and forth, sometimes al-
tering the conditions of the contractual circum-
stances,  at  others  withdrawing  our  judgments 
and conforming them to principle, I assume that 
eventually we shall find a description of the ini-
tial situation that both expresses reasonable con-
ditions  and  yields  principles  which  match  our 
considered judgments duly pruned and adjusted. 
This state of affairs I refer to as reflective equilib-
rium.  It  is  an  equilibrium  because  at  last  our 
principles  and  judgments  coincide;  and  it  is 
reflective since we know to what principles our 
judgments  conform  and  the  premises  of  their 
derivation. At the moment everything is in or-
der. But this equilibrium is not necessarily stable. 
It is liable to be upset by further examination of 
the conditions which should be imposed on the 
contractual situation and by particular cases

which may lead us to revise our judgments. Yet 
for die time being we have done what we can to 
render coherent and to justify our convictions of 
social justice. We have reached a conception of 
the original position.

I shall not, of course, actually work dirough 
this process. Still, we may think of the interpre-
tation of the original position that I shall present 
as  the  result  of  such  a  hypothetical  course  of 
reflection.  It  represents  the  attempt  to  accom-
modate  within  one  scheme  both  reasonable 
philosophical conditions on principles as well as 
our considered judgments of justice. In arriving 
at the favored interpretation of the initial situa-
tion there is no point at which an appeal is made 
to self-evidence in the traditional sense either of 
general  conceptions  or  particular  convictions.  I 
do  not  claim  for  the  principles  of  justice  pro-
posed that they are necessary truths or derivable 
from such truths. A conception of justice cannot 
be deduced from self-evident premises or condi-
tions on principles; instead, its justification is  a 
matter of the mutual support of many consider-
ations,  of  everything  fitting  together  into  one 
coherent view.

A final  comment.  We shall  want to  say that 
certain principles of justice are justified because 
they would be agreed to in an initial situation of 
equality. I have emphasized that this original po-
sition is purely hypothetical. It is natural to ask 
why, if this agreement is never actually entered 
into, we should take any interest in these prin-
ciples, moral or otherwise. The answer is that the 
conditions  embodied  in  the  description  of  the 
original position are ones that we do in fact ac-
cept.  Or if  we do not,  then perhaps we can be 
persuaded to  do so by philosophical  reflection. 
Each aspect  of the contractual  situation can be 
given supporting grounds.  Thus what we shall 
do is to collect  together into one conception a 
number of conditions on principles that we are 
ready  upon  due  consideration  to  recognize  as 
reasonable.  These  constraints  express  what  we 
are prepared to regard as limits on fair terms of 
social cooperation. One way to look at the idea 
of the original position, therefore, is to see it as 
an expository device which sums up the meaning 
of these conditions and helps us to extract their
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consequences. On the other hand, this concep-
tion is also an intuitive notion that suggests its 
own elaboration, so that led on by it we are drawn 
to define more clearly the standpoint from which 
we can best  interpret  moral  relationships.  We 
need a conception that enables us to envision 
our objective from afar: the intuitive notion of 
the original position is to do this for us. . . .

11. Two Principles of Justice
I shall now state in a provisional form the two 
principles of justice that I believe would be cho-
sen in the original position. . . .

The  first  statement  of  the  two  principles 
reads as follows.

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 ad-
vantage,  and  (b)  attached  to  positions  and 
offices open to all.

There are two ambiguous phrases in the sec-
ond principle,  namely "everyone's  advantage" 
and "open to all." . . .

By way of general comment, these principles 
primarily apply, as I have said, to the basic struc-
ture of society. They are to govern the assign-
ment of rights and duties and to regulate the dis-
tribution of social and economic advantages. As 
their formulation suggests, these principles pre-
suppose that the social structure can be divided 
into two more or less distinct parts, the first prin-
ciple  applying  to  the  one,  the  second to  the 
other. They distinguish between those aspects of 
tiie social system that define and secure the equal 
liberties of citizenship and those that specify and 
establish social and economic inequalities. The 
basic liberties of citizens are, roughly speaking, 
political liberty (the right to vote and to be eligi-
ble 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 ap-
proximation, to the distribution of income and 
wealth and to the design of organizations that 
make use of differences in authority and respon-
sibility, or chains of command. While the distri-
bution 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 so-
cial 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 by, 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 spe-
cific 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.

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 
conception  is  extremely  vague  and  requires 
interpretation.

As a first step, suppose that the basic structure 
of society distributes certain primary goods, that
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is, things that every rational man is presumed to 
want. These goods normally have a use whatever 
a person's rational plan of life. For simplicity, as-
sume that the chief primary goods at the dispo-
sition 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. Imag-
ine, then, a hypothetical initial arrangement in 
which all the social primary goods are equally 
distributed: everyone has similar rights and du-
ties, 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  oft"  than  in  this  hypothetical 
starting situation, then they accord with the gen-
eral conception.

Now it is possible, at least theoretically, that 
by giving up some of their fundamental liberties 
men are sufficiently compensated by the result-
ing social and economic gains. The general con-
ception of justice imposes no restrictions on what 
sort of inequalities are permissible; it  only re-
quires that everyone's position be improved. We 
need not suppose anything so drastic as consent-
ing to a condition of slavery. Imagine instead that 
men forego certain political rights when the eco-
nomic returns are significant and their capacity 
to influence the course of policy by the exercise 
of these rights would be marginal in any case. It 
is this kind of exchange which the two principles 
as stated rule out; being arranged in serial order 
they do not permit exchanges between basic lib-
erties and economic and social gains. The serial 
ordering of principles expresses an underlying 
preference among primary social goods. When 
this preference is rational so likewise is the choice 
of these principles in this order. . . .

24. The Veil of Ignorance
The idea of the original position is to set up a fair 
procedure so that any principles agreed to will be 
just. The aim is to use the notion of pure proce-

dural justice as a basis of theory. Somehow we 
must nullify the effects of specific contingencies 
which put men at odds and tempt them to ex-
ploit social and natural circumstances to their 
own advantage. Now in order to do this I assume 
that the parties are situated behind a veil of ig-
norance. They do not know how the various al-
ternatives will affect their own particular case and 
they are obliged to evaluate principles solely on 
the basis of general considerations.

It is assumed, then, that the parties do not 
know certain kinds of particular facts. First of all, 
no one knows his place in society, his class posi-
tion or social status; nor does he know his for-
tune in the distribution of natural assets and abil-
ities, his intelligence and strength, and the like. 
Nor, again, does anyone know his conception of 
the good, the particulars of his rational plan of 
life, or even the special features of his psychology 
such as his aversion to risk or liability to opti-
mism or pessimism. More than this, I  assume 
that the parties do not know the particular cir-
cumstances of their own society. That is, they do 
not know its economic or political situation, or 
the level of civilization and culture it has been 
able to achieve. The persons in the original posi-
tion have no information as to which generation 
they  belong.  These  broader  restrictions  on 
knowledge are appropriate in part because ques-
tions of social justice arise between generations 
as well as within them, for example, the question 
of the appropriate rate of capital saving and of 
the conservation of natural resources and the en-
vironment of nature. There is also, theoretically 
anyway, the question of a reasonable genetic pol-
icy. In these cases too, in order to carry through 
the idea of the original position, the parties must 
not know the contingencies that set them in op-
position. They must choose principles the conse-
quences of which they are prepared to live with 
whatever generation they turn out to belong to.

As far as possible, then, the only particular 
facts which the parties know is that their society 
is  subject  to  the  circumstances  of  justice  and 
whatever  this  implies.  It  is  taken  for  granted, 
however, that they know the general facts about 
human society. They understand political affairs 
and the principles of economic theory; they
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know the  basis  of  social  organization  and the 
laws of human psychology.  Indeed,  the parties 
are presumed to know whatever general facts af-
fect the choice of the principles of justice. There 
are no limitations on general information, that 
is, on general laws and theories, since conceptions 
of justice must be adjusted to the characteristics 
of the systems of social cooperation which they 
are to regulate,  and there is  no reason to rule 
out these facts. It is, for example, a consideration 
against a conception of justice that, in view of 
the laws of moral psychology, men would not ac-
quire a desire to act upon it even when the insti-
tutions of their society satisfied it. For in this case 
there would be difficulty in securing the stability 
of social cooperation. It is an important feature 
of a conception of justice that it should generate 
its own support. That is, its principles should be 
such that  when they are embodied in the basic 
structure of society men tend to acquire the cor-
responding sense of justice. Given the principles 
of moral learning, men develop a desire to act 
in accordance with its  principles.  In this case a 
conception of justice is stable. This kind of gen-
eral  information  is  admissible  in  the  original 
position.

The notion of the veil of ignorance raises sev-
eral difficulties. Some may object that the exclu-
sion of nearly all particular information makes it 
difficult to grasp what is meant by the original 
position. Thus it may be helpful to observe that 
one or more persons can at any time enter this 
position, or perhaps, better, simulate the delib-
erations of this hypothetical situation, simply by 
reasoning in accordance with the appropriate re-
strictions. In arguing for a conception of justice 
we must be sure that it is among die permitted 
alternatives  and  satisfies  the  stipulated  formal 
constraints. No considerations can be advanced 
in its favor unless they would be rational ones for 
us to urge were we to lack the kind of knowledge 
that  is  excluded.  The  evaluation  of  principles 
must  proceed  in  terms  of  the  general  conse-
quences of their public recognition and universal 
application,  it  being assumed that  they will  be 
complied with by everyone. To say that a certain 
conception  of  justice  would  be  chosen  in  the 
original position is equivalent to saying that ra-

tional deliberation satisfying certain conditions 
and restrictions would reach a certain conclusion. 
If necessary, the argument to this result could be 
set  out  more  formally.  I  shall,  however,  speak 
throughout in terms of the notion of the origi-
nal position. It is more economical and sugges-
tive, and brings out certain essential features that 
otherwise one might easily overlook.

These remarks show that the original position 
is  not  to be thought of  as a  general  assembly 
which includes at one moment everyone who will 
live at some time; or, much less, as an assembly 
of everyone who could live at some time. It is not 
a gathering of all actual or possible persons. To 
conceive of the original position in either of these 
ways is to stretch fantasy too far; the conception 
would cease to be a natural guide to intuition. In 
any case, it is important that the original position 
be interpreted so that one can at any time adopt 
its perspective. It must make no difference when 
one takes up this viewpoint, or who does so: the 
restrictions must be such that the same principles 
are always chosen. The veil of ignorance is a key 
condition in meeting this requirement. It insures 
not  only that  the information available is  rele-
vant, but that it is at all times die same.

It may be protested that the condition of the 
veil of ignorance is irrational. Surely, some may 
object, principles should be chosen in the light 
of all the knowledge available. There are various 
replies  to  this  contention.  Here  I  shall  sketch 
those  which  emphasize  the  simplifications  that 
need to be made if one is to have any theory at 
all. . . .  To begin with, it is clear that since the dif-
ferences  among  the  parties  are  unknown  to 
them, and everyone is equally rational and simi-
larly situated, each is convinced by the same ar-
guments. Therefore, we can view the choice in 
the original position from the standpoint of one 
person selected at random. If anyone after due 
reflection prefers a conception of justice to an-
other, then they all do, and a unanimous agree-
ment can be reached. We can, to make the cir-
cumstances more vivid, imagine that the parties 
are  required  to  communicate  with  each  other 
through a referee as intermediary, and that he is 
to announce which alternatives have been sug-
gested and the reasons offered in their support.
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He forbids the attempt to form coalitions, and 
he informs the parties when they have come to 
an understanding. But such a referee is actually 
superfluous, assuming that the deliberations of 
the parties must be similar.

Thus there follows the very important conse-
quence that the parties have no basis for bargain-
ing in the usual sense. No one knows his situation 
in society nor his natural assets, and therefore no 
one is in a position to tailor principles to his ad-
vantage. We might imagine that one of the con-
tractees threatens to hold out unless the others 
agree to principles favorable to him. But how 
does he know which principles are especially in 
his interests? The same holds for the formation 
of coalitions: if a group were to decide to band 
together to the disadvantage of the others, they 
would not know how to favor themselves in the 
choice of principles. Even if they could get every-
one to agree to their proposal, they would have 
no assurance that it was to their advantage, since 
they cannot identify themselves cither by name 
or description. The one case where this conclu-
sion fails is that of saving. Since the persons in 
the original position know that they are contem-
poraries (taking the present time of entry inter-
pretation),  they  can  favor  their  generation  by 
refusing to make any sacrifices at all for their suc-
cessors; they simply acknowledge the principle 
that no one has a duty to save for posterity. Pre-
vious generations have saved or they have not; 
there is nothing the parties can now do to affect 
that. So in this instance the veil of ignorance fails 
to secure the desired result. Therefore I resolve 
the question of justice between generations in a 
different way by altering the motivation assump-
tion. But with this adjustment no one is able to 
formulate principles especially designed to ad-
vance Ms own cause. "Whatever his temporal po-
sition, each is forced to choose for everyone.

The restrictions on particular information in 
the original position are, then, of fundamental 
importance. Without them we would not be able 
to work out any definite theory of justice at all. 
We would have to be content with a vague for-
mula  stating  that  justice  is  what  would  be 
agreed  to  without  being  able  to  say  much,  if 
anything,  about the substance of the agreement 
itself. The

formal constraints of the concept of right, those 
applying to principles directly, are not sufficient 
for  our purpose. The veil  of ignorance makes 
possible a unanimous choice of a particular con-
ception of justice. Without these limitations on 
knowledge the bargaining problem of the origi-
nal  position would be hopelessly complicated. 
Even if theoretically a solution were to exist, we 
would not, at present anyway, be able to deter-
mine it.

The notion of the veil of ignorance is implicit, 
I  think, in Kant's ethics. .  . .  Nevertheless the 
problem of defining the knowledge of the parties 
and  of  characterizing  the  alternatives  open  to 
them has often been passed over, even by con-
tract theories. Sometimes the situation definitive 
of moral deliberation is presented in such an in-
determinate way that one cannot ascertain how 
it will turn out. Thus Perry's doctrine is essen-
tially contractarian: he holds that social and per-
sonal integration must proceed by entirely differ-
ent principles, the latter by rational prudence, 
the  former  by the  concurrence  of  persons  of 
good will. He would appear to reject utilitarian-
ism on much the same grounds suggested ear-
lier: namely, that it improperly extends the prin-
ciple of choice for one person to choices facing 
society. The right course of action is character-
ized as that which best advances social aims as 
these would be formulated by reflective agree-
ment given that the parties have full knowledge 
of the circumstances and are moved by a benev-
olent concern for one another's interests. No ef-
fort is made, however, to specify in any precise 
way the possible outcomes of this sort of agree-
ment. Indeed, without a far more elaborate ac-
count, no conclusions can be drawn. I do not 
wish here to criticize others; rather, i want to ex-
plain the necessity for what may seem at times 
like so many irrelevant details.

Now the reasons for the veil of ignorance go 
beyond mere simplicity. We want to define the 
original position so that we get the desired solu-
tion. If a knowledge of particulars is allowed, then 
the outcome is biased by arbitrary contingencies. 
As already observed, to each according to his 
threat advantage is not a principle of justice. If the 
original position is to yield agreements that are
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just, the parties must be fairly situated and treated 
equally as moral persons. The arbitrariness of the 
world must be corrected for by adjusting the cir-
cumstances  of  the  initial  contractual  situation. 
Moreover, if in choosing principles we required 
unanimity even when there is full information, 
only a few rather obvious cases could be decided. 
A conception of  justice  based on unanimity in 
these circumstances would indeed be weak and 
trivial. But once knowledge is excluded, the re-
quirement of unanimity is not out of place and 
the fact that it can be satisfied is of great impor-
tance. It enables us to say of the preferred con-
ception of justice that it represents a genuine rec-
onciliation of interests.

A  final  comment.  For  the  most  part  I  shall 
suppose that the parties possess all general infor-
mation. No general facts are closed to them. I do 
this mainly to avoid complications. Nevertheless 
a conception of justice is to be the public basis of

the terms of social cooperation. Since common 
understanding necessitates certain bounds on the 
complexity of principles,  there may likewise be 
limits on the use of theoretical knowledge in the 
original  position.  Now clearly it  would be very 
difficult to classify and to grade for complexity 
the various sorts of general facts. I shall make no 
attempt to do this. We do however recognize an 
intricate theoretical construction when we meet 
one. Thus it seems reasonable to say that other 
things equal  one conception of  justice is  to be 
preferred  to  another  when  it  is  founded  upon 
markedly  simpler  general  facts,  and  its  choice 
does not depend upon elaborate calculations in 
the light of a vast array of theoretically defined 
possibilities. It is desirable that the grounds for a 
public conception of justice should be evident to 
everyone when circumstances permit. This con-
sideration favors, I believe, the two principles of 
justice over the criterion of utility. . . .
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