Reading 48.  John Rawls, A Theory of Justice 

Outline with Study Questions


I
Chapter I, Section 1: The Role of Justice 

1.
What inquiry will Rawls undertake with regard to our intuitive convictions about the primacy of justice? 

2.
Why is society typically marked by both an identity of interests and a conflict of interests? 

3.
In a society, what is the role of principles of social justice? 

4.
When is a society well-ordered? 

5.
What is the difference between a concept of justice and a conception of justice? 


II.
Chapter I, Section 2: The Subject of Justice 

1
What is the primary subject of social justice? 

2.
What kinds of social inequalities do the principles of social justice mainly address? 

3.
On what does the justice of a social scheme depend? 


III. Chapter I, Section 3: The Main Idea of the Theory of Justice 

1.
In Rawls’s version of the social contract theory, what is the object of the original agreement? 

2.
In the social contract, what determines the principles of justice? 

3.
What are the essential features of the “original position” in which the social contract is made? 

4.
Why are the principles of justice chosen in the original position fair?

5.
After choosing a conception of justice, what do the persons in the original position choose next? 

6.
Why can members of a society that satisfies the principles of justice as fairness view their obligations as self-imposed, even though they did not voluntarily join the society? 

7.
What two principles of justice would persons in the original position choose? 


IV.
Chapter I, Section 4: The Original Position and Justification 

1.
How is the theory of justice connected with the theory of rational choice?

2.
Why is the “veil of ignorance” an essential feature of the original position? 

3.
How can our considered convictions of justice and injustice help justify a particular description of the original position? 

4.
How does one arrive at a state of “reflective equilibrium” with regard to the proper description of the original position? 


V.
Chapter II, Section 11: Two Principles of Justice 

1.
What specific liberties are included in the “basic liberty” to which the first principle of justice refers? 

2.
What are the social and economic inequalities to which the second principle of justice refers? 

3.
What kind of exchange is ruled out by the “serial ordering” of the two principles of justice?

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.
Is it rational to decide on principles of justice from behind a “veil of ignorance”? 

2.
Would Rawls’s two principles of justice be chosen by all rational persons in the “original position”? 

3.
Can the likelihood of attaining large social and economic gains ever justify giving up certain basic liberties? 

4.
Can members of a society whose principles of justice are compatible with those that would emerge from Rawls’s “original position” be considered to have voluntarily agreed to a social contract? 

5.
When we are striving to attain a state of “reflective equilibrium” between our intuitions of justice and our theory of justice, and our intuitions and our theory are inconsistent, how do we decide whether to abandon our intuitions or modify our theory?
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