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JOHN Rawls was an American philosopher. He was born in 
Baltimore, Maryland, in 1921, the son of a prominent attorney in the 
city.

Though he had a generally happy upbringing, two of his brothers 
died in childhood from diseases that they contracted from Rawls 
himself. Biographer Thomas Pogge refers to these tragedies as “the 
most important events in John's childhood”.

Rawls graduated summa cum laude from Princeton University with 
a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1943. During the last two years of his 
course, he developed a deep interest in theology and religious 
doctrine. At one point he considered attending a seminary to study 
for the Episcopal priesthood and wrote an intensely religious senior 
thesis.

However, in February of 1943 he enlisted in the American Army. It 
was during his three years of military service that he lost his 
Christian faith. Despite being promoted to Sergeant, he also became 
disillusioned with the military, particularly after witnessing the 
aftermath of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima.

He was eventually demoted to Private after refusing to discipline a 
fellow soldier. By the time he was discharged from the army, he was 
a firm atheist. He almost immediately returned to Princeton to 
pursue a doctorate in moral philosophy.

He completed his PhD in 1950 and taught at Princeton until 1952 
when he received a Fulbright Fellowship to Oxford 
University (Christ Church), where he was influenced by the liberal 
political theorist and historian Isaiah Berlin and the legal theorist H. 
L. A. Hart.



After returning to the United States he worked at Cornell University, 
another Ivy League school, where he became a full professor of 
philosophy in 1962. Soon afterwards he attained a tenured position 
at MIT, but he almost immediately moved to Harvard University. 
He taught at Harvard for almost forty years and there he trained 
some of the leading contemporary figures in moral and political 
philosophy, including Thomas Nagel, Allan Gibbard, Onora O'Neill, 
and Elizabeth S. Anderson.

During this time, Rawls published widely, but perhaps his three 
most important books were: A Theory of Justice (1971), which 
focused on distributive justice and attempted to reconcile the 
competing claims of the values of freedom and equality; Political 
Liberalism (1993), addressing the question of how citizens divided 
by seemingly intractable religious and philosophical disagreements 
could come to endorse a constitutional democratic regime; and The 
Law of Peoples (1999), which focused on the issue of global justice.

A Theory of Justice is perhaps the work for which he is best known, 
and should be compulsory reading for all humanists, as well as 
anyone with an interest in political philosophy and the concept of 
what constitutes justice in society.
It includes the first mention of a thought experiment that Rawls called 
the ‘original position’  – a hypothetical scenario in which a group of 
persons is set the task of designing the kind of political, social, and 
economic structure they want for the society which they will then 
occupy.

Each deliberates behind a so-called ‘veil of ignorance’. By this, 
Rawls meant that each individual has no knowledge of what their 
own characteristics in this society will be. They know not whether 
they will be male or female; what race or ethnic group they will be; 
how old or wise or intelligent; what skills or education they shall 



have; or indeed whether they will have a physical disability, suffer 
from mental illness, or neither of these things. They know not where 
they will be born, or into which social class.

The only thing that each person knows about themselves is that they 
are in possession of the basic capacities necessary to fully and 
wilfully participate in a system of mutual cooperation, and that they 
will be a member of the society they are creating.

Under such a hypothetical situation, no one is driven or inhibited by 
vested interests as they have none, aside from the knowledge that if 
there exists in this society a section of the population that is 
homeless, destitute, denied certain basic services or human rights, or 
subjected to discrimination based on gender, ethnicity, or sexuality, 
there is a proportionately equal chance that they themselves will be 
negatively affected in this way. It is, therefore, in their own self-
interest to ensure that everyone in society has some basic standard 
of living, some minimum guarantee of security, and some promise 
of protection of their basic rights.

Such guarantees may amount to many things. They may mean that 
everyone in society has a roof over their  heads, has sufficient  
income to live life with dignity, or is not discriminated against based 
on things that are beyond their control. But in my own (humanistic, 
and admittedly socially democratic) view it stands to reason that, 
being ignorant of all of these facets, those designing society, 
knowing that they have a proportionately equal chance of being 
born in any of these conditions, will design a society where the 
condition of the least well off is as good as it possibly can be.

Indeed, I find it hard to imagine that if one were involved in 
designing a society in this way, and doing so from behind a ‘veil of 
ignorance’ as per Rawls, one would not attempt to design a society 
without homelessness, a society with a (relatively) equal share of 



wealth and resources, and a society with equal rights for all 
regardless of gender, race or sexuality.

One would approach the project with as much love, tolerance, and 
compassion as could be mustered. Proposals that we would 
ordinarily think of as unjust – such as that black people should not 
be allowed to vote, or women should not be allowed to hold high 
ranking public office or have to leave their job upon getting married, 
or that gay people should not be allowed to marry at all – would 
never be proposed in this original position of Rawls because it 
would be irrational to propose them. The reason is simple: there is a 
relatively high chance that the designers of this society will be black 
or gay, and a 50% chance they will be a woman!

In the situation described, it would make sense that we would 
always strive to improve the position of the worst off, lest we by 
chance inhabit such a position.
The logical follow on for your author is that if this is how we would 
behave if given a blank slate, we should also strive to do so in the 
society in which we actually do inhabit, veil or no veil.

It has been suggested that in creating the concept of the original 
position, Rawls drew on his experiences in post-war Japan where 
the US Army was challenged with designing new social and 
political authorities and a new society for the country.

Rawls’s 1993 work Political Liberalism looked at the question of 
‘political legitimacy’ in the context of intractable philosophical, 
religious, and moral disagreement among citizens regarding what 
constitutes ‘the human good’ or ‘the common good’. He argued that 
such disagreement was reasonable and the result of ‘the free 
exercise of human rationality’ under the conditions of free and open 
enquiry; things that a liberal state is designed to safeguard.



At the heart of the book is the insistence that in order to legitimise 
itself and its laws, a liberal state must commit itself to what Rawls 
called ‘the ideal of public reason’. This is no doubt music to the ears 
of committed humanists and freethinkers. Rawls held that there was a 
duty among citizens to offer one another reasons that are mutually 
understood as such, avoiding recourse to religious or other subjective 
convictions.

As an example, a public official, jurist or policymaker deliberating 
on whether or not to deny homosexuals the right to adopt children 
should not bring his religious convictions on the matter into 
consideration, but instead look at arguments on whether or not 
same-sex couples are capable of providing suitable conditions for 
the raising of children.

Rawls suffered the first of several strokes in 1995, severely 
impeding his ability to continue working. He nevertheless 
completed The Law of Peoples, the most complete statement of his 
views on international justice, in 1999. Among the ideas contained 
therein, Rawls argued that the legitimacy of a liberal international 
order is contingent on tolerating ‘decent peoples’, which he believed 
differed from ‘liberal peoples’ in that they might have state religions 
and deny adherents of minority faiths the right to hold positions of 
power or organise political participation via consultation hierarchies 
rather than elections. He referred to peoples that fail to meet the 
criteria or ‘liberal’ or ‘decent’ peoples as ‘outlaw states’ – “societies 
burdened by unfavourable conditions”.

Rawls seldom gave interviews and, despite his fame, he did not 
become a public intellectual. This was partly due to having a stutter, 
but mainly due to a ‘bat-like horror of the limelight’. His focus was 
instead mainly on his academic career and family life.



Despite this, he will be remembered as one of the pre-eminent 
philosophers of the 20th century. His theory of justice as 
fairness describes a society of free citizens holding equal basic 
rights and cooperating within an egalitarian economic system. His 
theory of political liberalism delineates the legitimate use of political 
power in a democracy and envisions how civic unity might endure, 
despite a diversity of worldviews. His writings on the law of peoples 
set out a liberal foreign policy that aims to create a permanently 
peaceful and tolerant international order. How very humanist of him 
in all respects.

Shortly before his death in November 2002, he published Justice As 
Fairness: A Restatement, a response to criticisms of A Theory of 
Justice. He died on 24th November of that year, aged 81, and is 
buried at Mount Auburn Cemetery in Massachusetts.                              
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