What does Rawls mean by the ‘Original Position’? Is his account of the knowledge and ignorance features of the Original Position justified?
The ‘original position’ is a thought experiment that was first coined by American Philosophy John Rawls in his 1971 book, A Theory of Justice[footnoteRef:1]. The idea poses a hypothetical situation where people are deciding on how to run a perfect and just society. It places the members of the experiment under a “veil of ignorance” that allows them to be unaware of their place in society or anything that could lead to bias over the decision they make. They are unaware of their social status, their race, gender, age, whether they have a disability or not. They are also unaware of anything that could lead to certain opportunities that other people may not get such as strength, intelligence and any talents they may have. However, it is made clear that while they are ignorant about those things, they are aware of facts about science and psychology and biology. The ‘original position’ ensures that all members of the group are free to make their own decision without any pre-imposed prejudice that may have been there before they had been placed under the veil of ignorance. This view of Rawls is an egalitarian form of liberalism. Liberal egalitarianism is a theory that attempts to combine the values of equality, personal freedom and personal responsibility.[footnoteRef:2] Rawls’ aim is to get away from the idea of a savage state of nature that has been proposed by many other philosophers and to show that if this was the way that a society was made then it would lead to the people involved making a supposedly perfect world in which everyone is protected financially and in other ways. They would do this as none of them would know if they are rich or poor and thus would not want to see themselves be disadvantaged if they were to be in that position whereas somebody who knew they were rich would not want to stop being rich and someone who knew they were not rich would want to be rich. Rawls theory is a modern take on the social contract theory. The social contract theory had developed from the idea of a society that is absent of any political order, this is what Thomas Hobbes had called the state of nature. Social contract theories want to find a way to understand why humans choose to abide by certain societal rules as if they have signed a kind of hypothetical contract which states they must act in these ways. Rawls believes that people in the original position will want what he calls primary goods and these include; “The basic rights and liberties, freedom of movement, and free choice among a wide range of occupations, the powers of offices and positions of responsibility, income and wealth, the social bases of self-respect: the recognition by social institutions that gives citizens a sense of self-worth and the confidence to carry out their plans”[footnoteRef:3] It is also clear that the people in the original position feel no jealously for others as they are mutually disinterested. Rawls has two main principles which are the liberty principle and the equality principle.[footnoteRef:4] The liberty principle is the most important one, Rawls states it has ‘lexical priority’ over the equality principle. It declares that every person has the exact same right to basic liberties as every other person. The equality principle is made up of two other principles. These are the fair opportunity principle and the difference principle. The difference principle states that if an inequality is able to cause people to be better than if the inequality was not there then it should be allowed. The fair opportunity principle states that all opportunities should be open to everyone no matter what their background is, however, it does not state that everyone has the right to all opportunities meaning that people will still have to work for things, and they can not be given to someone who has not worked for it. [1:  John Rawls. Theory of Justice. 1971]  [2:  https://brage.bibsys.no/xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/162890/dp2004-08.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y]  [3:  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/rawls/]  [4:  John Rawls. Justice as Fairness. Duke University Press on Behalf of the Philosophical Review (1958)] 

There are many points against John Rawls’ original position and the ideas that he had in his texts Justice as Fairness and A Theory of Justice. One of these opposing arguments is that it will be very difficult to decide what information the people behind the veil of ignorance will actually have access to as Rawls does say they will have facts about biology for example which means they should know about different human races and if they have this knowledge then surely this would lead to them gaining knowledge about racism which could then cause certain members in the ignorant group to realise their race then develop a bias toward other races which would develop a huge problem within the whole idea of the group being under the veil of ignorance. This is only one example of how hard it will be to determine what facts to provide and what not to provide to the group, there are many others. Rawls says the facts provided should only be ones that are uncontroversial, but this causes a whole problem in itself as it will be a very difficult task to come up with facts that are one hundred percent uncontroversial for every person on the planet. It is also not stated whether there is a singular person who gets to decide what counts as uncontroversial because surely that would be a controversial thing in itself. Also controversy is occasionally a necessary element of debate and would seemingly be necessary in the debate over how the world should be run. The same thing can be said about the non-inclusion of facts about history as the way that the world has been run previously would affect how the world should be run in the future as it can allow humans to learn from mistakes that have been made and not repeat them and/or be able to prepare themselves and other humans for that kind of incident. The lack of historical facts will also not allow them to see the good things humanity that has done and make sure we keep doing them. 
Another argument against the original position is that it isn’t really much of a thought experiment as Rawls is telling us the situation and then telling us the outcome without really allowing us to come to our own conclusion which is actually quite an ironic thing as it is Rawls not putting his bias aside to allow us our own ideas. The idea he suggests the group would call the perfect society does end up being similar to the society he grew up with in 1920’s America which would have been something difficult to get away from as he is not ignorant so it only makes sense for him to pull his idea of a perfect society from a society that he already knows. There is also the argument that it is very possible that our own experiences could allow us to know what would be the perfect society but I suppose this can be argued back against by saying that there is no way everyone’s experience in life would lead to a perfect society so the only fair way to actually create perfection is to have everyone under the veil of ignorance with no knowledge of their experiences in life. 
In conclusion, I believe that Rawls account of the knowledge and ignorance features in the original position are justified to an extent but definitely not totally justified. One reason for this is because of the time Rawls was writing this there was no mention of whether the people knew their sexuality and as we, in 2019, know from our experience of history, people within the LGBT+ community have been and still are heavily discriminated against and would have been in the 70’s and 80’s when Rawls was writing, it seems to me that the perfect society would be impossible, even under a veil of ignorance, as humans evolve and grow constantly as the group from 1971 may decide that certain life threatening illnesses will receive free healthcare but then within the next 10 years AIDS would be discovered and this society will not be prepared for that. I would suggest that the idea of an original position is a very optimistic one and would be highly unlikely to succeed, I believe it has potential to work on a short term basis meaning it must be revised over and over again which really just makes the whole point of making the group under the veil of ignorant redundant.
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