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In political philosophy, the concept of a social contract serves as a foundational idea for
understanding the legitimacy of societal arrangements and the principles that underpin justice.
Among the most influential modern theorists is John Rawls, who introduced a thought-provoking
approach to social contract theory through his principle of justice as fairness. One of the key elements
of Rawls's theory is the idea of the original position, a hypothetical scenario where individuals come
together to decide on the principles of justice without knowledge of their own social standing, class, or
natural talents. This leads to a crucial question: How does Rawls believe that we would write a social
contract if we did so before we knew what our standing?

This article explores Rawls's perspective on drafting a social contract in the original position,
emphasizing the role of veil of ignorance, fairness, and rational choice. We will analyze the rationale
behind the original position, how it influences the principles of justice, and the implications for social
cooperation and justice as fairness.

---

Understanding the Original Position in Rawls’s Theory

The Concept of the Original Position
The original position is a hypothetical scenario designed to facilitate impartial decision-making about
the fundamental principles that should govern society. Rawls introduces this thought experiment as a
way to avoid bias, self-interest, and particularistic considerations in establishing justice.

In the original position:
- Individuals are rational and mutually disinterested.
- They are tasked with choosing principles of justice that will govern the basic structure of society.
- They do so behind a veil of ignorance—a metaphorical barrier that strips away knowledge of
personal details such as social status, natural talents, religion, or ethnicity.

This veil of ignorance ensures that decisions are made without bias, as no one knows their eventual
position in society. Therefore, the principles chosen are fair and just for everyone, regardless of their
future circumstances.



The Role of the Veil of Ignorance
The veil of ignorance is the core mechanism in Rawls's model that guarantees fairness. By removing
knowledge of personal characteristics, individuals are motivated to select principles that are just and
equitable for all, because they cannot predict their own future standing.

Rawls argues that under the veil:
- Rational agents would prioritize principles that protect the worst-off.
- They would choose rules that safeguard basic rights and ensure fair opportunities.
- They would avoid principles that favor particular groups at the expense of others.

In essence, the veil of ignorance eliminates biases rooted in self-interest, leading to the selection of
principles grounded in fairness and equality.

---

How Would We Write the Social Contract Under the
Veil of Ignorance?

Decision-Making Without Knowledge of Personal Standing
Rawls contends that when individuals are behind the veil of ignorance, they are forced to think from
an impartial perspective. They are unable to tailor principles to their own advantageous position, thus
fostering the adoption of universally fair principles.

Key aspects of decision-making in this context include:
- Rationality: Individuals are assumed to be rational and goal-oriented.
- Self-interest: Despite ignorance of personal standing, individuals aim to secure the best possible
outcome for themselves.
- Risk aversion: Because they do not know their future position, they are motivated to choose
principles that minimize potential worst-case scenarios.

This leads to the adoption of two fundamental principles of justice:

1. The Equal Liberty Principle: Everyone is entitled to the most extensive set of basic liberties
compatible with similar liberties for others.
2. The Difference Principle: Social and economic inequalities are permissible only if they benefit the
least advantaged and are attached to positions open to all under fair equality of opportunity.

The Rational Choice Behind the Principles
In the original position, rational agents would prioritize principles that secure their own well-being
regardless of their eventual social standing. Consequently, they are likely to endorse:

- Equal basic rights and liberties, ensuring personal freedom.
- Fair equality of opportunity, preventing arbitrary disadvantages.
- Economic inequalities only if they improve conditions for the least advantaged.



This approach aligns with Rawls’s aim for a society grounded in fairness, where no one is
disadvantaged purely by luck or social circumstances.

---

Implications of Rawls’s Approach for Justice and
Society

Fairness and Impartiality
Rawls’s model emphasizes that justice is best achieved when principles are chosen without bias. The
veil of ignorance ensures impartiality, making the resulting social contract fair and universally
acceptable.

Implications include:
- Principles are not tailored to specific groups but are universally just.
- Society’s rules are designed to protect the most vulnerable.
- The social contract is rooted in fairness rather than self-interest or power.

Creating a Just Society
By imagining what rational agents would agree upon in the original position, Rawls provides a
blueprint for designing just institutions and policies. These principles aim to:

- Guarantee fundamental rights.
- Promote equality of opportunity.
- Ensure social and economic inequalities are justified only if they benefit everyone, especially the
least advantaged.

This framework guides policymakers and theorists in constructing societies that are fair, stable, and
just for all members.

Criticisms and Debates
Despite its influential nature, Rawls’s theory has faced criticism, including:
- The assumption of rationality and self-interest.
- The feasibility of the original position as a real-world decision-making process.
- The applicability of the veil of ignorance in diverse societies.

Nonetheless, Rawls’s approach remains a central reference point for theories of justice, inspiring
debates on fairness, equality, and social cooperation.

---



Conclusion: Rawls’s Vision of a Fair Social Contract

Rawls’s belief that we would write a social contract from behind a veil of ignorance reflects his
commitment to fairness and impartiality in principles of justice. By imagining decision-makers who
lack knowledge of their own social standing, Rawls aims to establish a set of universally acceptable
principles that safeguard basic rights and promote social justice.

This approach emphasizes that justice is best achieved when societal rules are chosen without bias,
ensuring that the most vulnerable are protected and that inequalities are justified only if they benefit
everyone, especially the least advantaged. Rawls’s theory continues to influence contemporary
discussions on justice, equality, and the design of fair societies.

Understanding how Rawls envisions the drafting of a social contract under conditions of ignorance
offers profound insights into the nature of justice and the moral foundations of social cooperation. It
encourages policymakers, philosophers, and citizens alike to consider fairness as the cornerstone of
societal arrangements, fostering a more equitable and just world.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is Rawls's concept of the original position in relation to
writing a social contract?
Rawls's original position is a hypothetical scenario where individuals, behind a veil of ignorance about
their social status, wealth, or natural abilities, come together to formulate principles of justice without
bias.

How does the veil of ignorance influence Rawls's idea of
writing a social contract?
The veil of ignorance ensures that individuals do not know their personal circumstances, leading them
to choose fair and equitable principles that protect everyone, regardless of their future position.

Why does Rawls believe that writing a social contract without
knowing one's standing promotes justice?
Because individuals, unaware of their future social position, will select principles that safeguard their
own interests regardless of where they end up, resulting in fair and just arrangements for all.



How does Rawls's approach differ from traditional social
contract theories?
Traditional theories often assume individuals know their roles and positions, whereas Rawls's
approach emphasizes decision-making under ignorance to ensure fairness and impartiality.

What principles does Rawls argue would be chosen in the
original position?
Individuals would select principles of justice that guarantee basic rights and equality, such as equal
liberty and the difference principle, to protect themselves regardless of their future social standing.

How does the concept of rational self-interest influence
decisions made behind the veil of ignorance?
Since individuals do not know their future positions, they are motivated to choose principles that
maximize their security and advantage, leading to fair policies that benefit all.

In what way does Rawls’s theory aim to create a more just
society through this hypothetical contract?
By removing personal biases and self-interest based on known social positions, the original position
encourages the selection of principles that are fair and equitable for everyone, fostering justice.

What is the significance of the 'original position' in Rawls’s
theory of justice?
It serves as a thought experiment to determine fair principles of justice, assuming decision-makers
are unbiased and rational, leading to just social arrangements.

How might Rawls's idea of writing a social contract before
knowing one's standing impact real-world policymaking?
It encourages policymakers to design rules and laws that are fair and just for all, especially the least
advantaged, since decisions are made without knowledge of personal circumstances, promoting
impartiality.

Additional Resources
How Does Rawls Believe That We Would Write A Social Contract If We Did So Before We Knew What
Our Standing is a fundamental question in political philosophy that explores how principles of justice
can be devised in a manner that is fair and unbiased. Central to this inquiry is John Rawls's theory of
the original position, a thought experiment designed to establish a just society's foundational
principles without the influence of personal bias or self-interest. In this article, we will delve into
Rawls’s conceptual framework, examining the mechanics of how individuals, placed behind a "veil of
ignorance," would craft the rules governing society, and what implications this has for justice and



fairness.

---

Understanding Rawls’s Concept of the Original Position

Before exploring the specifics of how Rawls thinks we would write a social contract, it is essential to
understand the core idea behind the original position. Rawls introduces this as a hypothetical scenario
where rational agents come together to determine the basic principles of justice that will govern their
society.

Key features of the original position include:

- Veil of Ignorance: Participants are deprived of knowledge about their personal characteristics—such
as class, race, gender, intelligence, or social status. This "veil" ensures that decisions are made
without bias, as individuals do not know their own position in society.
- Rational Self-Interest: Despite the ignorance, individuals are presumed rational, seeking to maximize
their own well-being once their position is known.
- Equal Voice: All parties have equal say in establishing the rules, emphasizing fairness and
impartiality.
- Focus on Justice as Fairness: The principles chosen are intended to be just and equitable, serving as
a foundation for social cooperation.

This setup aims to simulate a situation where decision-makers are motivated to select principles that
are fair to all, given their uncertainty about their future social standing.

---

How Would We Write a Social Contract Under the Veil of Ignorance?

Rawls argues that, behind the veil of ignorance, rational agents would adopt principles that protect
them regardless of their eventual position in society. Because they do not know whether they will be
rich or poor, healthy or disabled, the just principles they choose must be fair and equitable.

The Rational Decision-Making Process

Participants in the original position are assumed to think strategically, considering the possible risks
and benefits of various principles. Their goal is to select rules that would ensure their well-being, no
matter where they end up.

Key considerations include:

- Risk Aversion: Since individuals do not know their future status, they are likely to prioritize principles
that protect against worst-case scenarios.
- Fairness and Reciprocity: The agents aim to establish rules that are just and equitable, since they
might occupy any social position.
- Long-term Stability: The principles chosen should promote social stability and cooperation.

Principles Likely to Be Chosen

Rawls suggests that, under these conditions, rational agents would select two fundamental principles



of justice:

1. The Equal Liberty Principle: Each person should have equal rights to basic liberties, such as
freedom of speech, assembly, and conscience.
2. The Difference Principle: Social and economic inequalities are permissible only if they benefit the
least advantaged members of society and are attached to positions open to all under fair equality of
opportunity.

These principles emerge because they safeguard individuals against the risks associated with
uncertain social standing, ensuring fairness and protecting the most vulnerable.

---

Why Would Rational Agents Choose These Principles?

Understanding why these principles would be selected involves examining the incentives and fears of
rational agents behind the veil:

- Protection of Basic Liberties: Since individuals could be in any position, having fundamental rights
ensures security and dignity regardless of social standing.
- Addressing Inequality: While inequalities may seem undesirable, the difference principle justifies
them if they improve conditions for the least advantaged, which rational agents would want to
safeguard against potential misfortune.
- Fair Opportunities: Ensuring open access to positions prevents arbitrary discrimination and promotes
meritocracy, aligning with rational self-interest.

The Role of Rationality and Self-Interest

Rawls emphasizes that rational agents are motivated by self-interest but are also guided by a sense
of justice. The veil of ignorance removes bias, pushing individuals to adopt principles that are fair and
universally acceptable, not just advantageous to particular groups.

---

Implications for Justice and Society

The idea that we would write a social contract without knowing our own standing has profound
implications:

- Universal Principles: The principles derived are designed to be just for all, not tailored to specific
interests.
- Fairness as a Foundation: Justice is rooted in fairness, with the veil of ignorance serving as a
safeguard against bias.
- Legitimacy of Institutions: Societies structured around these principles would be seen as legitimate
because they are based on fair agreements made under conditions of equality.

Practical Outcomes

If societies adopted Rawls’s approach, policies and institutions would be crafted to ensure:

- Equal basic rights and freedoms.



- Equal opportunities for all, regardless of background.
- Economic arrangements that support the least advantaged.

This approach seeks to balance individual liberty with social equity, fostering stability and
cooperation.

---

Critiques and Limitations

While influential, Rawls’s method has faced critiques:

- Assumption of Rationality: Critics question whether all individuals are rational or motivated solely by
self-interest.
- Veil of Ignorance as Idealization: Some argue that such a hypothetical scenario is too abstract and
detached from real-world complexities.
- Cultural and Moral Diversity: Different societies may prioritize different values, making a universal
contract challenging to envisage.

Despite these critiques, Rawls’s framework remains a powerful model for thinking about fairness and
justice in societal arrangements.

---

Conclusion: The Power of the Veil of Ignorance in Crafting Fair Principles

How does Rawls believe that we would write a social contract if we did so before we knew what our
standing? The answer lies in the concept of the original position, where rational agents, behind a veil
of ignorance, would construct principles that are fair and just for all, regardless of their future social
status. By eliminating bias and emphasizing fairness, these principles—particularly the equal liberty
and difference principles—serve as the foundation for a just society.

Rawls’s insight challenges us to think about justice not as a set of arbitrary rules but as the outcome
of rational deliberation under conditions of equality. It underscores the importance of designing social
institutions that are fair by default, protecting the most vulnerable and ensuring social cooperation.
While idealized, this framework continues to influence theories of justice, public policy, and debates
about fairness in diverse societies.

In essence, Rawls’s theory invites us to imagine a world where fairness is built into the very process
of forming social agreements—an aspirational blueprint for justice rooted in impartiality and rational
consensus.
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