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Educational justice is not merely an educational or pedagogical concern;
rather, it constitutes a fundamental component of social justice and a
necessary condition for the realization of free and equal cooperation in
society. Drawing on the theoretical foundations of John Rawls’s theory of
justice, particularly the concepts of the basic structure of society, the sense
of justice, and social cooperation, this study argues that public education
plays a central role in sustaining a just social order. First, the concepts of
the original position and the veil of ignorance are revisited as normative
devices for the impartial evaluation of educational policies. Subsequently,
by appealing to Rawls’s two principles of justice, equal basic liberties and
fair equality of opportunity, it is argued, first, that the establishment of a
fair educational system requires the systematic application of these
principles, and second, that without such a fair educational system, the
principles of justice themselves cannot achieve stability or durability over
time. Finally, the paper concludes that education is not a secondary social
good but rather a condition of possibility for a just society, insofar as the
cultivation of a sense of justice in citizens and the continuation of social
cooperation depend upon public education. In this way, Rawls’s theory of
justice provides a normative framework for rethinking educational justice
in contemporary democratic societies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This article offers a philosophical reconstruction of educational justice within the framework of
John Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness. It begins from the claim that education is not a merely
auxiliary social good but a constitutive element of social justice and a necessary condition for the
stability of a just society understood as a system of free and equal social cooperation over time. In
contemporary democratic societies, deep inequalities in access to educational resources, quality of
schooling, and educational outcomes threaten not only individual life prospects but also the fair
value of basic liberties and the possibility of meaningful political participation. Against this
background, the article argues that Rawls’s political philosophy provides a powerful normative
framework for rethinking educational justice, even though Rawls himself did not develop a
comprehensive theory of education as such. this article emphasizes the role of education as part of
the basic structure of society and highlights its function in cultivating the sense of justice necessary
for the long-term stability of a just social order. The central thesis is that public education should
be understood not as a derivative policy concern but as a condition of possibility for the realization
and endurance of justice as fairness.

Methodology

The article adopts a normative-analytic methodology characteristic of contemporary analytic
political philosophy. It proceeds through a systematic reconstruction and interpretation of key
Rawlsian concepts, including the original position, the veil of ignorance, the two principles of
justice, the basic structure of society, social cooperation, and the sense of justice. Rather than
offering empirical policy prescriptions, the analysis aims to clarify the moral and institutional
foundations of educational justice by situating education within Rawls’s broader account of justice,
citizenship, and democratic stability.

The methodological strategy consists of three main steps. First, the article extends the
justificatory devices of the original position and the veil of ignorance to the domain of education
in order to assess the fairness of educational arrangements under conditions of impartiality. Second,
it applies Rawls’s two principles of justice—equal basic liberties and fair equality of opportunity,
together with the difference principle—to the structure and distribution of educational opportunities
and resources. Third, it examines the role of public education in cultivating the sense of justice and
sustaining social cooperation across generations. Throughout, the analysis engages critically with
English-language scholarship on Rawls, educational justice, and civic education, while remaining
firmly anchored in Rawls’s own texts, especially A Theory of Justice and Political Liberalism.

Results and Discussion

The analysis yields several interconnected results. First, the application of the original position and
the veil of ignorance to education supports a conception of educational arrangements that
guarantees at least a robust democratic minimum of educational opportunity for all citizens. Under
conditions of impartial choice, rational representatives would reject educational systems that tie
life prospects too closely to morally arbitrary factors such as social class, family background, or
natural talents. Education thus emerges as a primary institutional mechanism for mitigating the
effects of social and natural contingency.

Second, the article argues that the first principle of justice requires education to secure the fair
value of basic liberties. Political liberties, freedom of thought, and freedom of expression cannot
be meaningfully exercised without adequate education. Accordingly, education is not merely
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instrumentally valuable but normatively required to ensure that citizens can effectively participate
in public reasoning and democratic decision-making. This provides a Rawlsian justification for
what the article describes as a “democratic floor” of education, a minimum level of educational
quality and access necessary for equal citizenship.

Third, the principle of fair equality of opportunity demands more than formal non-
discrimination in access to schooling. It requires institutional arrangements that actively weaken
the link between social background and educational success. From a Rawlsian perspective, unequal
distributions of educational resources are permissible only insofar as they improve the prospects of
the least advantaged. The article shows how the difference principle can justify asymmetrical
investment in education, such as allocating more resources, better teachers, and additional support
to disadvantaged students, when such measures enhance real opportunity and social inclusion.

It is therefore concluded that, within a Rawlsian framework, education cannot be regarded as a
secondary or merely instrumental social good. Rather, public education constitutes a condition of
possibility for the realization and stability of a just society understood as a fair system of
cooperation among free and equal citizens. The cultivation of a sense of justice, an essential
requirement for citizens’ willing and non-strategic compliance with just institutions, is not a natural
given, but the outcome of a sustained process of moral and civic formation that can occur only
through publicly shared educational institutions. Without such institutions, the principles of justice
would lack the motivational and cultural foundations necessary for their effective operation over
time.

On this account, education occupies a constitutive place in Rawls’s theory of justice. By
enabling citizens to develop and exercise their two moral powers, and by transmitting the norms
and dispositions required for democratic cooperation across generations, public education secures
both the fair value of basic liberties and the long-term stability of a just social order. Rawls’s theory
of justice as fairness thus offers not merely a distributive criterion for assessing educational
inequalities, but a comprehensive normative framework for rethinking educational justice as a
foundational institution of contemporary democratic societies.

Conclusion

The article concludes that education occupies a central and indispensable place within Rawls’s
theory of justice, even if it is not systematically theorized as a separate domain. Public education
should be understood as part of the basic structure of society and as a necessary condition for both
the realization and the stability of a just social order. By cultivating the sense of justice and enabling
fair participation in social cooperation, education functions as a foundational institution of justice
rather than a secondary policy instrument.

This philosophical reconstruction shows that Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness offers a coherent
and normatively robust framework for educational justice in contemporary democratic societies.
At the same time, the article acknowledges limitations in Rawls’s approach, particularly its focus
on the nation-state and its relative inattention to global and cultural dimensions of educational
inequality. Nevertheless, it argues that Rawls’s political liberalism provides enduring conceptual
resources for critically evaluating and reforming educational institutions in light of ideals of
freedom, equality, and fairness.
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