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is reflected in the fact that we can interpret general egoism as the no-
agreement point. It is what the parties would be stuck with if they were
unable to reach an understanding.

24. THE VEIL OF IGNORANCE
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
procedural justice as a basis of theory. Somehow we must nullify the
effects of specific contingencies which put men at odds and tempt them to
exploit 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
ignorance. They do not know how the various alternatives will affect their
own particular case and they are obliged to evaluate principles solely on
the basis of general considerations.11

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
position or social status; nor does he know his fortune in the distribution
of natural assets and abilities, 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 optimism or pessimism. More
than this, I assume that the parties do not know the particular circum-
stances 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 position have no information as to
which generation they belong. These broader restrictions on knowledge
are appropriate in part because questions 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 re-

11. The veil of ignorance is so natural a condition that something like it must have occurred to
many. The formulation in the text is implicit, I believe, in Kant’s doctrine of the categorical impera-
tive, both in the way this procedural criterion is defined and the use Kant makes of it. Thus when Kant
tells us to test our maxim by considering what would be the case were it a universal law of nature, he
must suppose that we do not know our place within this imagined system of nature. See, for example,
his discussion of the topic of practical judgment in The Critique of Practical Reason, Academy
Edition, vol. 5, pp. 68–72. A similar restriction on information is found in J. C. Harsanyi, “Cardinal
Utility in Welfare Economics and in the Theory of Risk-taking,” Journal of Political Economy, vol.
61 (1953). However, other aspects of Harsanyi’s view are quite different, and he uses the restriction
to develop a utilitarian theory. See the last paragraph of §27.
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sources and the environment of nature. There is also, theoretically any-
way, the question of a reasonable genetic policy. 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 opposition. They must choose
principles the consequences of which they are prepared to live with what-
ever 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 know the basis of social organiza-
tion and the laws of human psychology. Indeed, the parties are presumed
to know whatever general facts affect the choice of the principles of
justice. There are no limitations on general information, that is, on gen-
eral 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 acquire a desire to act upon it even
when the institutions of their society satisfied it. For in this case there
would be difficulty in securing the stability of social cooperation. An
important feature of a conception of justice is that it should generate its
own support. Its principles should be such that when they are embodied
in the basic structure of society men tend to acquire the corresponding
sense of justice and develop a desire to act in accordance with its princi-
ples. In this case a conception of justice is stable. This kind of general
information is admissible in the original position.

The notion of the veil of ignorance raises several difficulties. Some
may object that the exclusion 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 deliberations of this hypothetical
situation, simply by reasoning in accordance with the appropriate restric-
tions. In arguing for a conception of justice we must be sure that it is
among the permitted alternatives and satisfies the stipulated formal con-
straints. 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 consequences of their public recognition and universal applica-
tion, it being assumed that they will be complied with by everyone. To say
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that a certain conception of justice would be chosen in the original posi-
tion is equivalent to saying that rational 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, how-
ever, speak throughout in terms of the notion of the original position. It is
more economical and suggestive, 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. If we
conceived of the original position in either of these ways, the conception
would cease to be a natural guide to intuition and would lack a clear
sense. In any case, the original position must 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 infor-
mation available is relevant, but that it is at all times the 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. (Those based on
the Kantian interpretation of the original position are given later, §40.) To
begin with, it is clear that since the differences among the parties are
unknown to them, and everyone is equally rational and similarly situated,
each is convinced by the same arguments. Therefore, we can view the
agreement in the original position from the standpoint of one person
selected at random. If anyone after due reflection prefers a conception of
justice to another, then they all do, and a unanimous agreement can be
reached. We can, to make the circumstances 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
suggested and the reasons offered in their support. 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 consequence that the parties
have no basis for bargaining in the usual sense. No one knows his situ-
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ation in society nor his natural assets, and therefore no one is in a position
to tailor principles to his advantage. We might imagine that one of the
contractees 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 everyone to agree to their proposal, they would have no
assurance that it was to their advantage, since they cannot identify them-
selves either by name or description. The one case where this conclusion
fails is that of saving. Since the persons in the original position know that
they are contemporaries (taking the present time of entry interpretation),
they can favor their generation by refusing to make any sacrifices at all
for their successors; they simply acknowledge the principle that no one
has a duty to save for posterity. Previous 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,
to handle the question of justice between generations, I modify the moti-
vation assumption and add a further constraint (§22). With these adjust-
ments, no generation is able to formulate principles especially designed
to advance its own cause and some significant limits on savings principles
can be derived (§44). Whatever a person’s temporal position, each is
forced to choose for all.12

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 formula 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 concep-
tion of justice. Without these limitations on knowledge the bargaining
problem of the original position would be hopelessly complicated. Even
if theoretically a solution were to exist, we would not, at present anyway,
be able to determine it.

The notion of the veil of ignorance is implicit, I think, in Kant’s ethics
(§40). Nevertheless the problem of defining the knowledge of the parties
and of characterizing the alternatives open to them has often been passed

12. Rousseau, The Social Contract, bk. II, ch. IV, par. 5.

121

24. The Veil of Ignorance



over, even by contract theories. Sometimes the situation definitive of
moral deliberation is presented in such an indeterminate way that one
cannot ascertain how it will turn out. Thus Perry’s doctrine is essentially
contractarian: he holds that social and personal integration must proceed
by entirely different principles, the latter by rational prudence, the former
by the concurrence of persons of good will. He would appear to reject
utilitarianism on much the same grounds suggested earlier: namely, that it
improperly extends the principle of choice for one person to choices
facing society. The right course of action is characterized as that which
best advances social aims as these would be formulated by reflective
agreement, given that the parties have full knowledge of the circum-
stances and are moved by a benevolent concern for one another’s inter-
ests. No effort is made, however, to specify in any precise way the possi-
ble outcomes of this sort of agreement. Indeed, without a far more
elaborate account, no conclusions can be drawn.13 I do not wish here to
criticize others; rather, I want to explain 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 solution.
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 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 circumstances 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 circum-
stances would indeed be weak and trivial. But once knowledge is ex-
cluded, the requirement of unanimity is not out of place and the fact that
it can be satisfied is of great importance. It enables us to say of the
preferred conception of justice that it represents a genuine reconciliation
of interests.

A final comment. For the most part I shall suppose that the parties
possess all general information. 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

13. See R. B. Perry, The General Theory of Value (New York, Longmans, Green and Company,
1926), pp. 674–682.
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understanding necessitates certain bounds on the complexity of princi-
ples, 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 the complexity of the various sorts of general facts. I shall
make no attempt to do this. We do however recognize an intricate theo-
retical 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 consideration favors, I believe, the two princi-
ples of justice over the criterion of utility.

25. THE RATIONALITY OF THE PARTIES
25. The Rationality of the Parties

I have assumed throughout that the persons in the original position are
rational. But I have also assumed that they do not know their conception
of the good. This means that while they know that they have some ra-
tional plan of life, they do not know the details of this plan, the particular
ends and interests which it is calculated to promote. How, then, can they
decide which conceptions of justice are most to their advantage? Or
must we suppose that they are reduced to mere guessing? To meet this
difficulty, I postulate that they accept the account of the good touched
upon in the preceding chapter: they assume that they normally prefer
more primary social goods rather than less. Of course, it may turn out,
once the veil of ignorance is removed, that some of them for religious or
other reasons may not, in fact, want more of these goods. But from the
standpoint of the original position, it is rational for the parties to suppose
that they do want a larger share, since in any case they are not compelled
to accept more if they do not wish to. Thus even though the parties are
deprived of information about their particular ends, they have enough
knowledge to rank the alternatives. They know that in general they must
try to protect their liberties, widen their opportunities, and enlarge their
means for promoting their aims whatever these are. Guided by the theory
of the good and the general facts of moral psychology, their deliberations
are no longer guesswork. They can make a rational decision in the ordi-
nary sense.

The concept of rationality invoked here, with the exception of one
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