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Rawls regards the liberalism of Kant, Hegel and Mill as important ex-
emplars in the history of the moral and political philosophy of liberalism 
of freedom. This paper seeks to demonstrate how Rawls draws on these 
three predecessors. Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness has three major 
components: the original position, the primacy of the basic structure of 
society, and two principles of justice. I argue that these three elements 
in Rawls’s theory have parallels in the theories of Kant, Hegel and Mill. 
Firstly, there are essential similarities between Rawls’s original position 
and Kant’s Categorical Imperative procedure: justificatory individual-
ism, the Reasonable presupposes and subordinates the Rational, and 
the combination of moral and realistic considerations. Secondly, Hegel 
attributes primacy to the state due to the insufficiency of abstract right 
and morality compared to ethical life and the incompleteness of family 
and civil society compared to the political state. The special role of the 
basic structure of society in Rawls’s theory of justice draws from Hegel’s 
emphasis on political institutions in realizing freedom. Finally, Rawls’s 
two principles of justice as fairness have roughly the same substantive 
content as Mill’s principles of justice and liberty of the modern world. 
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1. Introduction
Thomas Pogge and Samuel Freeman, in their renowned monographs 
on Rawls, enlist some significant historical influences on Rawls. Pogge 
summarizes, Rawls draws inspirations from Aristotle (the Aristotelian 
principle), Locke (liberal tolerance), Hume (the circumstances of jus-
tice), Rousseau (democratic participation and moral education), Ben-
tham and Marx (the focus on social institutions), Mill (arguments for 
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freedom of thought and conscience), and Sidgwick (reflective equilib-
rium) (Pogge 2007: 189). Freeman presents a only slightly different 
list, including Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Kant, Hume, Sidgwick, Mill, 
Hegel, and Marx (Freeman 2007: 14–28).

Among these influences, Kant’s relationship with Rawls has stimu-
lated the most significant scholarly interests. The Kantian image of 
Rawls has been firmly established. Nevertheless, the close link be-
tween Hegel and Rawls has attracted increasing attention (Schwar-
zenbach 1991; Lange 2009; Bercuson 2016; Gledhill 2020). For some 
scholars, Rawls’s theory is “explicitly Kantian, but implicitly Hegelian” 
(Galston 1982: 512). Given the wave of communitarian criticisms of 
Rawls in the 1980s, largely deemed Hegelian, this is a notable aca-
demic spectacle. More recently, interpreters have examined influences 
that are not so explicit in Rawls’s statements, such as Wittgenstein’s 
influence on Rawls (Reidy 2010; Galisanka 2019; Bok 2017), American 
Progressivism’s influence (Reidy 2022), pragmatism’s influence (Botti 
2019), Protestant influence (Reidy 2010; Bok 2017; Nelson 2019). 

My paper has a different focus, which is on the internal relation-
ships within the family of liberalism of freedom. Rawls aligns his the-
ory of justice with the tradition of liberalism of freedom, the primary 
exemplars of which are, according to Rawls, Kant, Hegel and J. S. Mill. 
Rawls remarks that his theory of justice as fairness learns a lot from 
these three predecessors. The tightly circumscribed primary objective 
of the paper is to elaborate this remark and examine in detail the in-
ternal relationship within the school of liberalism of freedom and put 
Kantian, Hegelian and Millian elements into the appropriate places 
within Rawls’s theoretical building. 

Similar work has not been done yet in the present secondary litera-
ture. Since Rawls’s Kantianism has been discussed extensively, this 
paper chooses to spill more ink on Hegelian and Millian aspects. Yet 
the trio of crucial similarities between Kant’s CI-procedure and Rawls’s 
original position has not been shown as a whole by existing literature, 
including those of Pogge, Freeman, and O’neill. For instance, Pogge 
argues that Rawls tries to accommodate three criticisms of Kant’s view, 
namely its “practical solipsism,” “rigorism,” and “austerity” (Pogge 
1981: 58–65). However, Pogge contends that the situation of the par-
ties in the original position and the situation of the agent in the CI-pro-
cedure cannot be parallel, despite Rawls’s insistence on the contrary 
(Pogge 1981: 49). In this respect, I part with Pogge and side with Rawls 
by uncovering three essential similarities between these two analyti-
cal devices. O’neill focuses on replacing Rawls’s idealization approach 
with her abstraction method in constructing moral and political prin-
ciples. Her point is that Rawls’s Kantian constructivism is not Kantian 
enough (O’Neill 1998: 210–218). In contrast, my study underscores the 
essential Kantian attributes of Rawls’s constructive device. 

While Pogge and O’Neill are critical of Rawls, Freeman is mainly a 
sympathizer and defender. He points out the parallel between Kant’s 
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idea of the Realm of Ends and Rawls’s idea of a well-ordered society 
(Freeman 2007: 22) and the Kantian origin of Rawls’s reflective equi-
librium (Freeman 2007: 38). Nevertheless, he claims Rawls’s initial 
drafts of A Theory of Justice is influenced insignificantly by Kant and 
only after Theory Kant’s influence on Rawls rises (Freeman 2007: 22). 
By contrast, I attempt to highlight the outstanding Kantian elements 
in Rawls’s original position, a key component of A Theory of Justice. 

Regarding Rawls’s Hegelianism, Sibyl Schwarzenbach’s 1991 pa-
per is the first influential piece of literature. She, mainly to rebut the 
“communitarian” attack on Rawls, specifies three typically Hegelian 
moments in Rawls’s theory of domestic justice: reconciliation as the 
task of political philosophy, the conception of the political person, and 
the conception of human community and the state with a special role 
for freedom and human flourishing (Schwarzenbach 1991: 542–555). 
Her third point overlaps partially with my discussion of the parallel 
between Hegel’s political state and Rawls’s basic structure, yet my ex-
ploration is much more detailed and nuanced. 

Jeffrey Bercuson discusses the Rousseauvian and Hegelian heritage 
of Rawls’s justice as fairness. He highlights the conception of “robust 
reasonableness” by exposing the Rousseauvian notion of recognition 
and self-respect and the Hegelian notion of reconciliation implicit in 
Rawls’s justice as fairness (Bercuson 2014: 5). But he identifies Raw-
ls’s Hegelianism after Rawls’s political turn (Bercuson 2014: 3-4). My 
paper explores the Hegelian element in Rawls’s primacy of the basic 
structure of society, starting from A Theory of Justice. 

In comparison, there is far less literature on the relationship be-
tween Mill and Rawls than on Kant or Hegel. Among this relatively 
sparse literature, Gerald Gaus’s 1981 paper stands out. He illumi-
nates the convergence of Mill’s and Rawls’s liberalism. In particular, 
he shows that both thinkers defend equal liberty on similar grounds: 
civic and political liberties are necessary to promote the healthy devel-
opment of human nature and to avoid pathologies (Gaus 1981: 58–65). 
Unfortunately, the parallel I explain between Rawls’s second principle 
of justice and Mill’s corresponding principles has not been explored by 
Gaus. 

Ruth Abbey and Jeff Spinner-Halev contend that Mill shares simi-
lar views about individual autonomy with Rawls, and thus Rawls’s dis-
tinction between his political liberalism and Mill’s comprehensive lib-
eralism is not justified (Abbey and Spinner-Halev 2012: 124). My paper 
has a different focus: to compare the normative, substantive political 
principles of Rawls and Mill rather than their accounts of individual 
autonomy, which belongs to the level of justificatory basis.

The position I hold is a middle ground between two opposing ten-
dencies. On the one hand, it is oversimplified to present a single-di-
mensional interpretation (simply Kantian or Hegelian) of the nature 
of Rawls’s justice as fairness; on the other hand, a long list of histori-
cal and contemporary influences may blur the focal points. My study 



108	 J. Chen, Theoretical Sources of Rawls’s Justice as Fairness

shows that Rawls’s justice of fairness is almost equally influenced by 
his three forefathers in the tradition of liberalism of freedom. This arti-
cle’s related and secondary aim is to reveal the relatively neglected Mil-
lian face of Rawls’s variant of liberalism and put Mill in equal status 
as Kant and Hegel as historical influences on Rawls. A caveat seems 
necessary: My aim is to elaborate on Rawls’s remarks acknowledging 
the key influence of these predecessors. My focus is on revealing the 
relevant crucial parallels to show the Kantian, Hegelian and Millian 
aspects, respectively. However, it is almost impossible to provide exact 
and complete evidence to prove that every similarity can be counted as 
a direct historical influence. 

Before entering into the formal exploration, it is worthwhile to first 
clarify the meaning of the liberalism of freedom. The liberalism of free-
dom is usually contrasted with the liberalism of happiness. The liberal-
ism of freedom specifies principles of political and civic freedoms as its 
first principles and accords special priority over other principles, such 
as utilitarian or perfectionist principles, to some basic liberties: liberty 
of conscience and freedom of thought, liberties of persons and the free 
choice of vocation, etc. “Moreover, it assures all citizens adequate all-
purpose means (primary goods) so that they can make intelligent use 
of the exercise of their freedoms” (Rawls 2008: 366; Lange 2009: 103). 

In contrast, the first principle of the liberalism of happiness (held 
by utilitarians) is maximizing the greatest happiness of the greatest 
number. It is only a happy coincidence for utilitarians to affirm basic 
freedoms for individuals on utilitarian grounds, for this affirmation is 
contingent. For utilitarians, there is always the possibility that liberal 
freedoms will not be confirmed after these consequential calculations. 
When this happens, utilitarianism is not a liberalism at all (Rawls 
2008: 366; Lange 2009:104). Thus, we can see that utilitarianism is a 
precarious foundation for liberalism. 

What liberalism of freedom aspires to do is to ground liberalism 
more solidly. Both Kant and Hegel staunchly object to a utilitarian 
justification of a system of rights. Utilitarianism is also the major rival 
theory Rawls challenges and aims to replace with his justice as fair-
ness. “To say it with a single word, the point of a Rawlsian social order 
is not the happiness of individuals, but their freedom” (Pogge 2007: 
192). This opposition to utilitarianism is characteristic of a liberalism 
of freedom (Rawls 2008: 343; Lange 2009: 104). 

The liberalism of freedom also departs from Lockean liberalism, 
which grounds liberalism in a social contract aimed at securing the pri-
vate interests of the contracting parties as atomised individuals. This 
kind of social contract liberalism has faced harsh criticisms by Hegel 
and other communitarians. Rawls believes the liberalism of freedom is 
capable of addressing these criticisms. First, the liberalism of freedom 
has a notion of a common good, including that of protecting basic civic 
and political freedoms; second, it recognizes the social rootedness of 
people within the basic structure of society; third, it acknowledges the 
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intrinsic value of liberal political institutions; fourth, it affirms collec-
tive values, like culture, affection, friendship, and love (Mahlmann and 
Mikhail 2003: 73, 131). 

Lastly, it is worth noting that the essential parallels demonstrated 
at length in this paper are not found in the existing literature with 
titles such as “liberalism of freedom,” including the 2008 paper by 
Ragıp Ege and Herrade Igersheim and the 2003 review article by Mat-
thias Mahlmann and John Mikhail. After situating my project in the 
academic background, we can now turn to substantive discussion, be-
ginning with demonstrating the essential similarities between Rawls’s 
original position and Kant’s CI-procedure. 

2. Rawls’s original position and Kant’s Categorical 
Imperative procedure
Kant’s Categorical Imperative procedure (abbreviated as CI-procedure) 
is a device for moral reflection and tests whether the maxims of actions 
are permitted morally. The CI-procedure contains four steps: 

The first step reads: “I am to do X in circumstances C in order to 
bring about Y unless Z. (Here X is an action and Y is an end, a state of 
affairs.)” (Rawls 2007a: 168). The second step is: “Everyone is to do X in 
circumstances C in order to bring about Y unless Z” (Rawls 2007a: 168). 
The third step: “Everyone always does X in circumstances C in order to 
bring about Y, as if by a law of nature (as if such a law was implanted 
in us by natural instinct)” (Rawls 2007a: 168). The fourth step: “We are 
to adjoin the as-if law of nature at step (3) to the existing laws of nature 
(as these are understood by us) and then think through as best we can 
what the order of nature would be once the effects of the newly adjoined 
law of nature have had sufficient time to work themselves out” (Rawls 
2007a: 168). 

2.1 Justificatory individualism
The key characteristic of Rawls’s methodology is that the principles of 
justice for the basic structure of society must be justified to the parties 
who represent the individuals as free and equal rational persons. Raw-
ls asks us to “keep in mind that the parties in the original position are 
theoretically defined individuals” (Rawls 1999a: 127; Levin and Levin 
1979: 82–87). Through the device of the original position, the principles 
of justice must be justified to individual persons who are distinct and 
separate without being conflated into one whole (in contrast with utili-
tarianism).

Correspondingly, a similar justificatory individualism is also re-
flected in the CI-procedure. This procedure specifies the content of the 
moral law from the perspective of reasonable and rational persons as 
finite beings with moral sensibility and desires (Rawls 2007a: 164). 
Three elements are linked here: the conception of the person, the rea-
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sonable procedure of construction and the moral principles. Kant’s CI-
procedure aims to justify certain principles based on a particular con-
ception of the person. 

As Rawls points out, “The description of the original position re-
sembles the point of view of noumenal selves, of what it means to be a 
free and equal rational being” (Rawls: 1999a, 225). In particular, the 
nature of free and equal rational beings is embodied in the argumenta-
tive conditions, the combination of which is called the original position. 
Rawls’s original position can be regarded as a procedural interpreta-
tion of Kant’s conception of autonomy (Rawls 1999a, 226) and justice as 
fairness has a Kantian root of moral personhood: self-respect and equal 
respect owed to all (Beatty 1983: 487).

2.2 The Reasonable presupposes and subordinates the Rational
Secondly, the strict priority of the Reasonable over the Rational, or the 
priority of the right over the good, is a salient trait in both procedures. 
The Rational means the persons represented in the original position 
have three regulative interests, including two highest-order interests 
to achieve and apply two moral powers, that is, moral capacities in the 
sense of justice and the conception of the good, and one higher-order in-
terest in protecting and advancing their conception of the good as best 
they can. Rational autonomy means that “the parties are simply trying 
to guarantee and to advance the requisite conditions for exercising the 
powers that characterize them as moral persons” (Rawls 2001: 527). 

On the other hand, the Reasonable is expressed by moral con-
straints regulating the rational deliberations of the parties. These con-
straints include familiar formal conditions on first principles: general-
ity, universality, ordering, finality, publicity, the veil of ignorance, the 
symmetry of the parties’ situation with respect to one another, and the 
stipulation that the basic structure is the first subject of justice (Rawls 
1999a: 126; 2001: 529-530). 

The relationship between the Rational and the Reasonable is: “the 
Reasonable presupposes and subordinates the Rational” (Rawls 2001: 
530). The combination and structure of rationality and reasonable-
ness in the original position parallel Kant’s proposition of the unity of 
practical reason: pure practical reason must frame empirical, practical 
reason in the CI-procedure. “For Kant, merely following your desires 
represents ‘heteronomy,’ especially when they conflict with morality. 
Morality must have priority over my inclinations” (Johnson and Cu-
reton 2022). Put another way, “natural inclinations generally require 
rational constraint” (Wood 1999: XIV). As Rawls claims, the strict pri-
ority of the Reasonable over the Rational, or the priority of the right 
over the good, is an outstanding feature of Kantian constructivism. 
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2.3 Combination of Moral and Realistic Considerations
The combination of moral and realistic considerations is the third cru-
cial similarity between Rawls’s original position and Kant’s CI-proce-
dure. By realistic considerations, I mean evaluating the feasibility and 
efficiency of the candidate principles by considering empirical theories, 
historical experience and other relevant general facts. 

Rawls’s veil of ignorance filters morally irrelevant considerations or 
prejudices to prevent parties from bargaining with special information 
to protect their special interests. Nevertheless, the parties behind the 
veil know general facts and theories, such as psychology, economics, 
and political science. Including these information is intended to en-
sure that the chosen principles of justice are realistic in the real social 
world. And the veil of ignorance draws on Kant’s limit on information 
in the fourth step of the CI-procedure, in which the ideal agents adopt 
a general perspective with limits of knowledge (Rawls 2007: 175–176).

If a liberal conception of justice is to be realistic, “it must rely on the 
actual laws of nature and achieve the kind of stability those laws al-
low, that is, stability for the right reasons” (Rawls 1999c: 12–13). Rawls 
underscores the notion of strains of commitment, which means that the 
original parties would not enter into agreements that are impossible or 
difficult to keep. The selected conception of justice can generate its own 
support and stability for a well-ordered society based on psychological 
allegiance. Rawls stipulates that these kinds of general information 
are available for the deliberative parties to assure the practicality of 
his justice as fairness.

Sometimes, Rawls is considered more realistic than Kant. For in-
stance, Andrews Reath argues that Kant’s Categorical Imperative does 
not consider empirical data about human beings and the world, which 
Rawls’s original position does (Reath 2015: 218). This remark is un-
derstandable since Kant wants to formulate “a metaphysics of mor-
als, which must be carefully cleansed of everything empirical” (Kant 
2002: 5). Nevertheless, a deeper review of Kant may suggest a different 
comprehension from Reath’s. “Kant’s position is grounded on a distinc-
tive theory of human nature and history, whose importance for Kant’s 
ethics has seldom been appreciated… the neglect of Kant’s empirical 
theory of human nature and history is responsible for most of the mis-
understandings of Kant’s ethical thought that prevail among its sup-
porters as well as its critics” (Wood 1999: XIII). Rawls’s interpretation 
of the CI-procedure is consistent with Wood’s. There is a paralleling 
realistic dimension in Kant’s CI-procedure, which takes into account 
the normal conditions of human life (Rawls 2007a: 167). This feature 
is reflected by “think through as best we can” in the fourth step of the 
CI-procedure. In arriving at particular duties of justice and duties of 
virtue through the CI-procedure, “we rely on certain laws of nature 
and use various kinds of empirical knowledge about our social world” 
(Rawls 2007a: 250). Both procedures hold that the choice of the most 
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reasonable principles is based on the knowledge of all the relevant and 
true theories on human nature and society, taking into consideration 
practical limitations and social requirements (Rawls 1999b: 541–543). 

After elaborating the crucial similarities between Rawls’s original 
position and Kant’s CI-procedure, it seems necessary to inquire into 
Rawls’s transition from Kantian constructivism to political construc-
tivism to clarify the nature of Rawls’s appropriation of Kant’s moral 
theory.

2.4 Transition from Kantian constructivism to 
political constructivism
The problem of Kantian constructivism is that there exist competing 
and even conflicting ideals of the person, Kantian autonomy cannot 
be reasonably accepted by many other citizens with different moral or 
religious views of life. Such a foundation cannot offer a conclusive re-
sult on moral or political principles (Brink 1987: 83). This difficulty 
motivates Rawls to seek a new justificatory ground. Since his milestone 
1985 paper “Justice as Fairness: Political Not Metaphysical,” Rawls 
has taken a “political turn” and gradually developed an ingenious the-
ory named “political liberalism.” The previous Kantian constructivism 
has been transformed into political constructivism. Given the fact of 
reasonable pluralism in liberal democracy, Kantian autonomy is now 
considered inappropriate for addressing the stability problem. A new 
basis is found in the “public and shared ideas” (Rawls 1993: 90) deeply 
rooted in the public political culture of constitutional democracy: the 
idea of society as a fair system of cooperation and the idea of the person 
as free and equal, rational and reasonable citizens. Due to the change 
in justificatory basis, justice as fairness is now a “freestanding view.” 
Rawls believes political constructivism as a method to establish the 
principles of justice is more capable than Kantian constructivism of 
striving for broader support from and forging an overlapping consen-
sus among adherents of different comprehensive (religious, moral or 
philosophical) doctrines. In this way, “the area of agreement through-
out society will be sufficiently broad to contribute to stability” (Klosko 
1997: 636). 

In this paper, the original position I compare with the CI-procedure 
is a variant of Kantian constructivism. Whether my views can apply 
to the original position in the fashion of political constructivism is an-
other problem. I believe the three essential similarities demonstrated 
above are still basically plausible, though the related arguments have 
to be modified. I cannot expand on this judgment due to limited space. 
It suffices to offer some preliminary remarks here. 

Though, in Political Liberalism, Rawls shifts away from the talk of 
Kantian constructivism to the talk of political constructivism and stops 
identifying his liberalism as Kantian to be more attuned to the fact of 
reasonable pluralism, Rawls appropriates key ideas substantially from 
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Kant’s moral constructivism as he works out his version of political lib-
eralism. In a word, “Kantian constructivism makes political construc-
tivism possible” (Tampio 2007: 87–92). The leading idea of political con-
structivism, like Kantian constructivism, is still to draw a connection 
between a conception of the person, a procedure of construction, and 
the principles of justice, or put it more succinctly, to formulate the prin-
ciples of justice by laying out a procedure of construction. More impor-
tantly, though Rawls stresses that the fundamental idea of the person 
for political constructivism is now that of “the citizen,” drawn on public 
political culture rather than on a comprehensive doctrine, the nature 
remains the same: free and equal, rational and reasonable. Thus, it can 
be seen the later political autonomy is difficult to be separated from 
Kantian autonomy (Tampio 2007: 92). Actually, as early as in “Kantian 
Constructivism in Moral Theory,” Rawls suggests the Kantian concep-
tion of the person is implicit or latent in the public political culture in a 
constitutional democracy (Brink 1987: 78). What Rawls’s political turn 
really does is only to relocate the Kantian origin to a “political” domain. 
This is why I believe the three crucial similarities revealed above are 
mainly tenable even after Rawls’s well-known political turn.

Because Kant’s theory is not sufficiently “political,” Rawls turns to 
Hegel for inspiration to build his theoretical palace. His first use of 
Hegel is well before the “political turn” at the time of Political Liber-
alism. His first political turn is his primacy of the basic structure of 
society in A Theory of Justice, which draws on Hegel’s emphasis on the 
political state. 

3. Rawls’s special role for the basic structure and 
Hegel’s emphasis on the state 
3.1 The idea of basic structure in Rawls’s theory of domestic justice
Regarding Rawls’s focus on the basic structure of society, Arash Abi-
zadeh writes, “Indeed, Rawls’s thesis that the basic structure is the 
primary subject of justice is routinely cited as one of his most funda-
mental and enduring contributions to political philosophy” (Abizadeh 
2007: 322). In Rawls’s three major works concerning domestic justice, 
i.e., A Theory of Justice, Political Liberalism and Justice as Fairness: A 
Restatement, Rawls insists that the basic structure of society is the pri-
mary subject of justice. His emphasis on the basic structure of society 
is a prominent feature of his theory of justice. 

What exactly is the basic structure of society? The basic structure 
is the way in which the major social institutions, including the political 
constitution and the principal economic and social arrangements, fit 
together into one scheme and how they distribute fundamental rights 
and duties and determine the division of advantages that arise through 
social cooperation (Rawls 1996: 258; 1999a: 6; 2001: 10). It would be-
come easier for us to understand the idea of the basic structure if we 
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contrast it with particular interactions of individual persons or collec-
tives. Rawls proclaims, “The basic structure is the background social 
framework within which the activities of associations and individuals 
take place. A just basic structure secures what we may call background 
justice” (Rawls 2001: 10). The focus on the basic structure aims to real-
ize background justice directly and only indirectly justice concerning 
individual social interactions.

It is essential that the basic structure of society consists of funda-
mental public laws. Hence, it is a legal concept and does not refer to 
the so-called rules or morality in the non-juridical domains. Moreover, 
the basic structure is constituted by fundamental rather than subsid-
iary laws. According to Rawls, the basic structure of society is first “a 
system of common public law which defines and regulates political 
authority and applies to everyone as citizens” (Rawls 1996: 265). For 
comparison, Rawls points out that libertarian doctrine, which is formu-
lated prominently by Robert Nozick, has no special role for the basic 
structure because it deems the state as one of the private associations 
rather than a system of common public law.

3.2 Special role of the basic structure of society
The next significant question is why the basic structure is the primary 
subject of justice or why it has a special role. Rawls puts the ques-
tion like this: “The problem here is to show why the basic structure 
has a special role and why it is reasonable to seek special principles to 
regulate it” (Rawls 1996: 265). He continues to explain that the major 
reason is that the impact of the basic structure is profound and present 
from the start. He makes this point most precisely in Justice as Fair-
ness: A Restatement, “One main feature of justice as fairness is that it 
takes the basic structure as the primary subject of political justice. It 
does so in part because the effects of the basic structure on citizens’ 
aims, aspirations, and character, as well as on their opportunities and 
ability to take advantage of them, are pervasive and present from the 
beginning of life. Our focus is almost entirely on the basic structure as 
the subject of political and social justice” (Rawls 2001: 10).

The basic structure has profound and enduring effects, mainly be-
cause it determines the social starting places of all the citizens. An 
unjust basic structure causes deep inequalities among individuals re-
garding their initial chances in life. To address the problem of deep 
inequalities, the principles of social justice must first apply to the basic 
structure consisting of a political constitution and the major economic 
and social institutions. And “these principles must nevertheless em-
body an ideal form for the basic structure in the light of which ongo-
ing institutional processes are to be constrained and the accumulated 
results of individual transactions continually adjusted” (Rawls 1996: 
259).
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Rawls explains the significance of the basic structure and its as-
sociated background justice by alluding to an economic analogy. Rawls 
contends that even if the starting points are fair to everyone and every 
separate and independent economic transaction is just, the accumu-
lated results would tend to be unjust without the guarantee of a just 
market system. Rawls writes, “Unless this structure is appropriately 
regulated and adjusted, an initially just social process will eventually 
cease to be just, however free and fair particular transactions may look 
when viewed by themselves” (Rawls 1996: 266).

Similarly, injustice in our social world does not solely arise from 
wrongs in individual interactions or evils in human nature, such as 
deceit and fraud. The real difficulty is that even if all separate transac-
tions are fair, the overall result would tend to be unjust due to “social 
trends and historical contingencies” (Rawls 1996: 266).

It is worth emphasizing that Rawls’s stress on the basic structure 
does not mean excluding the significance of justice concerning individu-
al social interactions. Instead, he proposes insightfully “an institution-
al division of labour between the basic structure and the rules applying 
directly to individuals and associations and to be followed by them in 
particular transactions” (Rawls 1996: 269). Rawls argues that with the 
realization of this division of labour, individual acting agents can be 
free to pursue their goals more effectively because the functioning of 
the basic structure regulated by proper principles of justice is always 
making corrections to offset biased results in the individual transac-
tions (Rawls 1996: 269).

3.3 Hegel’s institutional idea of ethical life and his emphasis on  
the state 
Rawls comments that Hegel’s institutional idea of ethical life (Sittlich-
keit) and his view of persons as rooted in and fashioned by the system 
of political and social institutions they live in are important contribu-
tions to moral and political philosophy. He admits, “A Theory of Justice 
follows Hegel in this respect when it takes the basic structure of society 
as the first subject of justice” (Rawls 2007a: 336). In the following dis-
cussions, I will demonstrate in detail Hegel’s institutional perspective 
concerning human freedom and the relationship between this idea and 
Rawls’s emphasis on the special role of the basic structure of society. 

Hegel’s most significant work in political philosophy is Elements 
of the Philosophy of Right, which elaborates on the tripartite abstract 
right-morality-ethical life structure. In the book’s first two parts, Hegel 
discusses abstract rights and morality, both of which embody signifi-
cant dimensions of human freedom. But they are too abstract and not 
concrete enough, and hence, unable to stand on their own as inde-
pendent realities. These two abstract standpoints must be united by 
ethical life to achieve the concreteness of freedom. Ethical life exists 
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in three various forms—the family, civil society, and the state (Hegel 
1991: 197–198). “In ethical life, we no longer have to do with pure ab-
stractions but with concrete forms of social life” (Franco 1999: 234).

Hegel presents a system of institutions that he believes is the ideal 
typical social and political system for his country, Prussia, to actual-
ize modern freedom at his age. Hegel opposes absolutism and majority 
democracy and tries to find a third way. He describes a constitutional 
monarchy as the most appropriate political system to express and re-
flect subjective freedom required by the modern world. His constitu-
tional structure comprises three branches, the legislative, executive, 
and royal powers, which are differentiated but simultaneously united 
under the monarch, who is checked by the constitution (Franco 1999: 
308).

Although Hegel’s defence of monarchy, his faith in bureaucracy, and 
his suspicion of democracy are contrary to the later development of lib-
eral democracy, the interpretation that Hegel is a moderate liberal and 
defender of the modern constitutional state has become dominant in 
Hegel scholarship in the past more than a half-century. Knowles sees 
Hegel as “the greatest and most sophisticated of philosophers of free-
dom” (Knowles 2002: 27). Rawls interprets Hegel as a liberal thinker 
and regards his liberalism as an important exemplar in the history of 
the moral and political philosophy of the liberalism of freedom (Rawls 
2007a: 330).

Hegel’s construction of political philosophy can be understood as 
starting from his discontent with classical individualistic liberalism. 
He believes that earlier liberals, such as Locke and Kant, neglected the 
profound rootedness of persons within established political and social 
institutions. They are, to various degrees, “suspicious of the state and 
saw its structures at best as guarantees for individual liberty, the ex-
istence of which was anchored outside the state” (Avineri 1974: 181). 
In contrast, Hegel asserts that the concept of freedom can only be con-
cretized in the social and political institutions at a particular historical 
moment.

Ethical life is the key idea Hegel introduced to remedy the indi-
vidualistic deficiency of classical liberalism. “For Hegel, ethical life is 
important because it is the realization of our rational essence, freedom” 
(Franco 1999: 224). Ethical life has absolute authority over the individ-
ual; hence, individual freedom is inalienable to a rational ethical life. 
Freedom of the will is inseparable from social freedom. “It is distinc-
tive of Hegel’s thought in these areas that we can act freely only in the 
context of a form of social life that sustains and protects that freedom; 
a free society is necessary if freedom of the will is to be a real feature 
of citizens’ lives” (Knowles 2002: 26). According to Hegel, individual 
freedom can be actualized only within a communal context (Westphal 
1993: 234).

Among the three moments of ethical life, the state is the corner-
stone. For Hegel, the state, and only the state, is the actuality of con-
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crete freedom. And freedom is the rational essence of human beings. 
Although membership in the family or civil society can confer person-
al freedoms, these are limited and often in conflict. The state plays a 
unique and crucial role in actualizing freedom (Knowles 2002: 325). 

3.4 Paralleling structures between Hegel and Rawls
It is evident from the discussions above that morality and politics are 
closely intertwined for both Hegel and Rawls. For Hegel, Kantian au-
tonomy cannot be realized without an ethical community whose insti-
tutions are rational and accepted by the citizenry (Gordon 2000: 320). 
In particular, human freedom, or a fully rational and good life, cannot 
be fully actualized apart from a rational (reasonable) structure of social 
institutions. Only within this reasonable and rational social framework 
can individuals become bearers of culture—religion and philosophy, 
science and art.

When Rawls stresses that the basic structure of society is the pri-
mary subject of justice, he indicates the inseparability of the rela-
tionship between constitutional politics and justice. Following Hegel, 
Rawls insists that background justice of the basic structure of society, 
determining freedom and equality, is profoundly critical for achieving 
the citizens’ final aims or rational life plans. Both Hegel and Rawls not 
only respect the significance of civil society but also insist on the pri-
macy of the constitutional system in truly realizing freedom.

Hegel’s doctrine of the state is the climax of his political philosophy. 
The state is the substructure of all the abstract rights, morality and the 
institutions of the family and civil society. The full development of civil 
society presupposes the state, and only within the state does the family 
first develop into civil society (Franco 1999: 25). Just as the categories 
of right and morality must have the ethical life as their foundation, 
the complete actualization of freedom needs the transition from family 
and civil society to the state (Franco 1999: 191). There exists an inter-
dependent relationship between individual liberty and the state. The 
individual can synthesize the values of family and civil society only as 
a citizen of the state. Only within the state can all institutions that 
embody freedom of choice be fully nourished. Human freedom is the 
telos of the state, and simultaneously, the state is the individuals’ aim 
and purpose (Franco 1999: 278). This is the unification of universal-
ity and particularity characteristic of Hegel’s philosophy. The stability 
of society is not simply grounded in the satisfaction of the particular 
interests of citizens but also in their recognition of the universal inter-
est in maintaining the political and social institutions that make their 
freedom possible. “Citizens knowingly and willingly acknowledge this 
universal (collective) interest as their own, and they give it the highest 
priority. They are ready to act for it as their ultimate end. This is the 
goal of the project of reconciliation” (Rawls 2007a: 355).
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Therefore, we can see that, for Hegel, ethical life, as a synthesis 
between abstract right and morality, is the true guarantee of subjec-
tive freedom. The ethical life consists of non-political spheres, namely 
family and civil society, and the political sphere, i.e., the state. Hegel 
advocates pluralism and insists on the necessity of autonomous, vol-
untary bodies separate from and independent of the state. “While civil 
society gives existence to the important principle of subjective freedom 
that distinguishes the modern world from the ancient, by itself it repre-
sents only an incomplete actualization of human freedom and one that 
needs to be distinguished from and subordinated to the full actualiza-
tion of human freedom in the state” (Franco 1999: 252). Thus can be 
seen the political state plays a special role in the cause of human free-
dom. There exists “pronounced primacy of the political” (Avineri 1974: 
181) in Hegel’s political philosophy. 

A similar structure in Rawls’s theory of justice is reflected in his 
institutional division of labour: local, domestic, and global justice. Lo-
cal justice is imposed directly on human behaviours and dispositions in 
the non-political sphere, especially within the associations and institu-
tions operating within the framework of the basic structure of society. 
Domestic justice applies to the basic structure of society, and global 
justice concerns the principles for international relations and interna-
tional laws (Rawls 2001: 11). There should be distinct principles of jus-
tice for different cases with different aims and natures. Nonetheless, 
Rawls holds that a proper conception for the domestic basic structure 
has regulative primacy and is illuminating for the determination of 
principles of justice in other subjects. Domestic justice indirectly con-
strains associations and institutions within society, such as churches, 
universities, companies, clubs, and civil associations. He reminds us 
that unlike utilitarianism, which is a general and comprehensive con-
ception for all kinds of subjects, justice as fairness is merely a political 
conception of justice and applies first to the domestic basic structure. 
In Rawls’s theory, the formulation of the principle of global justice and 
local justice is subordinate to the agreement in domestic justice (Rawls 
1996: 262).

To conclude, the special role of the basic structure of society in Raw-
ls’s theory of justice draws from Hegel’s emphasis on political institu-
tions to realize freedom. After demonstrating the relationship between 
Rawls and, Kant and Hegel, we continue to show how Rawls is also 
Millian, to which has not been paid enough attention. 

4. Rawls’s two principles of justice and Mill’s 
political principles
Rawls writes, “In many of his writings, Mill states certain principles 
which he sometimes calls ‘the principles of the modern world.’ These 
principles we can think of as principles of political and social justice for 
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the basic structure of society” (Rawls 2007b: 267). These principles aim 
to protect the rights of individuals and minorities under a democratic 
regime. Rawls continues, “Now I believe that the content of Mill’s prin-
ciples of political and social justice is very close to the content of the two 
principles of justice as fairness. This content is, I assume, close enough 
so that, for our present purposes, we may regard their substantive con-
tent as roughly the same” (Rawls 2007b: 267).

It is well-known that Rawls’s two principles of justice consist of the 
first principle, namely the equal basic liberties principle and the sec-
ond principle, which in turn consists of the principle of fair equality 
of opportunity and the difference principle. These principles primar-
ily apply to the basic structure of society, govern the assignment of 
rights and duties, and regulate the distribution of social and economic 
advantages (Rawls 1999a: 53). In this part, I explore the similarity be-
tween Rawls’s two principles of justice and Mill’s principles of political 
and social justice and attempt to demonstrate the components in Mill’s 
theory corresponding to the principles in Rawls’s justice as fairness, 
respectively. 

4.1 Rawls’s First Principle and Mill’s Principle 
of Liberty
The final statement of Rawls’s first principle in A Theory of Justice 
reads, “Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive 
total system of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system 
of liberty for all” (Rawls 1999a: 266). Later, in Justice as Fairness: a 
Restatement, Rawls, to respond to H. L. A. Hart’s criticism, slightly 
revises the formulation of the first principle. The first principle now 
reads, “(a) Each person has the same indefeasible claim to a fully ad-
equate scheme of equal basic liberties, which scheme is compatible 
with the same scheme of liberties for all” (Rawls 2001: 42). The most 
significant change is the substitute of “a fully adequate scheme of equal 
basic liberties” for “the most extensive total system of equal basic lib-
erties.” These minor alterations do not bother the following compari-
son between Rawls and Mill’s political principles. Nonetheless, both 
expressions are sufficiently alike.

According to Rawls’s first principle, the most extensive or fully ad-
equate scheme of basic liberties should be given to everyone equally. 
“The only reason for circumscribing basic liberties and making them 
less extensive is that otherwise they would interfere with one another” 
(Rawls 1999a: 56). These basic liberties are given by a list of such liber-
ties, such as political liberty, freedom of speech and assembly; liberty of 
conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person, the right to 
hold personal property and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure. 
“These liberties are to be equal by the first principle” (Rawls 1999a: 53).

All crucial elements in Rawls’s first principle are already implicit in 
Mill’s corresponding principle of equal basic rights and liberty, which 
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can also be called simply the Principle of Liberty, to govern the deal-
ings of society with the individual. This principle stipulates that in the 
self-regarding sphere of action, the individual is sovereign, absolutely 
independent of external interference, as long as no harm is caused di-
rectly to other members of society (Mill 1977: 223–224). Thus, both 
Mill’s and Rawls’s principles are closely related to interpersonal non-
interference.

Mill identifies specific domains of human liberty: liberty of con-
science, thought and feeling, freedom to express and publish opinions, 
liberty of tastes and pursuits, and liberty of association among indi-
viduals (Mill 1977: 225–226). Rawls admits that justice as fairness fol-
lows Mill’s Principle of Liberty by listing certain enumerated liberties 
as legal and moral rights of justice, without defining liberty in general 
or as such (Rawls 2007b: 288).

For Rawls, freedom is essentially equal freedom. Mill also stresses 
this point. For Mill, the liberties and rights listed above must be ex-
tended to all, “no one being now left out” (Mill 1984: 294). He insists 
that one of the main foundations of modern life is respect for each oth-
er’s rights. Mill even declares, “The moral regeneration of mankind will 
only really commence, when the most fundamental of the social rela-
tions is placed under the rule of equal justice, and when human beings 
learn to cultivate their strongest sympathy with an equal in rights and 
in cultivation” (Mill 1984: 336). For him, equality, as freedom, is the 
most important political value. Equal freedom is the primary charac-
teristic of the modern world, starkly distinguished from the relation-
ship of domination and subjection in old age.

The priority of liberty in Rawls’s theory of justice is also found in 
Mill’s liberalism. Mill asserts, “No society in which these liberties are 
not, on the whole, respected, is free, whatever may be its form of gov-
ernment; and none is completely free in which they do not exist ab-
solute and unqualified” (Mill 1977: 226). As Riley interprets, “Mill’s 
liberal utilitarian scheme of equal rights is also distinctive because of 
the absolute protection afforded to the individual’s liberty to choose as 
he likes with respect to certain ‘purely self-regarding actions’ said to 
directly cause no ‘perceptible damage’ to other persons against their 
wishes” (Riley 1998: 297). Because of this priority of liberty in Mill’s 
political philosophy, Rawls believes that Mill is an important exemplar 
in the history of the political philosophy of the liberalism of freedom. 
However, given that Rawls’s theory also belongs to the liberalism of 
freedom, the priority of political and civic freedoms is common among 
these four liberal thinkers. The similarity that makes Rawls’s two prin-
ciples of justice closer to Mill rather than Kant and Hegel lies in the 
resemblance between Rawls’s second principle and Mill’s paralleling 
doctrine, which we will discuss in the following section.
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4.2 Rawls’s second principle and Mill’s principles of equality of  
opportunity and egalitarian economic distribution
Rawls’s second principle reads, “Social and economic inequalities are to 
be arranged so that they are both: (a) to the greatest benefit of the least 
advantaged, consistent with the just savings principle, and (b) attached 
to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of 
opportunity” (Rawls 1999a: 266). In Justice as Fairness: a Restatement, 
the second principle reads, “Social and economic inequalities are to sat-
isfy two conditions: first, they are to be attached to offices and positions 
open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity; and second, 
they are to be to the greatest benefit of the least-advantaged members 
of society (the difference principle)” (Rawls 2001: 42). Except for drop-
ping “consistent with the just savings principle” in the difference prin-
ciple, the statement of the second principle remains the same.

While the first principle applies to the constitutional essentials of 
the social structure to secure equal basic liberties, the second principle, 
in order to specify and establish social and economic inequalities, ap-
plies to the distribution of income and wealth and to the design of orga-
nizations that make use of differences in authority and responsibility 
(Rawls 2001: 53). “Now the second principle insists that each person 
benefit from permissible inequalities in the basic structure” (Rawls 
2001: 56).

As mentioned above, Rawls’s second principle comprises the prin-
ciple of fair equality of opportunity and the difference principle. Both 
these two parts have their similar counterparts in Mill’s theoretical 
construction. As Rawls points out in his lectures on the history of po-
litical philosophy, Mill also advocates equality of opportunity. Mill 
distinguishes modern and pre-modern doctrines. Pre-modern society 
was constituted on the principle of inequality. “All were born to a fixed 
social position, and were mostly kept in it by law, or interdicted from 
any means by which they could emerge from it” (Mill 1984: 273). There 
existed shocking inequality between white and black, men and women, 
commoners and noblemen, slaves and freemen. Birth could decide a 
person’s position throughout life. Lower status of birth would interdict 
people from more elevated social positions and respectable occupations. 
By contrast, according to Mill, the characteristic of the modern world 
displayed in modern institutions, modern social ideas, and modern life 
is that “human beings are no longer born to their place in life, and 
chained down by an inexorable bond to the place they are born to, but 
are free to employ their faculties, and such favourable chances as of-
fer, to achieve the lot which may appear to them most desirable” (Mill 
1984: 272–273). Both Mill and Rawls believe that a just social system 
should try to eliminate the morally arbitrary factors in determining the 
life prospects of members of society. However, the account of the princi-
ple of equality of opportunity is the most brief among all the principles. 
In comparison, they spend more time on the principle of distributive 
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justice. For Rawls, it is called the difference principle; for Mill, the prin-
ciple of egalitarian economic distribution.

As Philippe van Parijs comments, “Few components of John Rawls’s 
political philosophy have proven so epoch-making as what he some-
what oddly called the ‘difference principle.’ None has exercised as great 
an influence outside the circle of academic philosophers” (Parijs 2003: 
200). Although there are different interpretations of this principle, the 
core of the principle is relatively clear: social and economic inequalities 
ought to be evaluated and justified in terms of how well they advance 
the interests of the least advantaged. Parijs claims, “The idea of using 
the latter as the benchmark for assessing inequalities had never been 
given, before Rawls, a powerful explicit formulation that could capture 
the scholarly imagination” (Parijs 2003: 200). Nonetheless, the basic 
spirit of difference principle echoes Mill’s principle of egalitarian eco-
nomic distribution, which makes Rawls’s principles of justice closer to 
Mill instead of Kant and Hegel.

The content of Mill’s principle of egalitarian economic distribution 
can be summarised as follows, “existing competitive capitalism might 
eventually be transformed into a more cooperative type of private 
property economy, involving much less inequality in the distribution 
of wealth than hitherto observed” (Riley 1998: 294). The well-ordered 
society regulated by Rawls’s principles of justice reminds us of Mill’s 
ideal stationary state, which is in essence “a system of universal equal 
rights accompanied by substantial economic equality” (Riley 1998: 
320). In Mill’s liberal egalitarian Utopia, namely, a “more cooperative 
and egalitarian form of capitalism” (Riley 1998: 320), the social goal of 
a more equitable distribution of wealth for the given population is more 
crucial than economic growth. Thus, it can be seen that Mill’s distinc-
tive brand of liberal utilitarianism is close in spirit to Rawlsian non-
utilitarian liberalisms, which give similar prominence to certain equal 
rights and fair distribution of wealth (Riley 1998: 326–327).

Mill is concerned about the welfare of the working classes and the 
huge gap between the poor majority and the wealthy minority. He ob-
serves that the industrious classes are poor, whereas the idle people 
are rich. Their life prospects are largely determined by the status they 
were born into. Great poverty among the working class has little to 
do with desert. He thus shares similar concerns and grievances with 
socialists. Nonetheless, he does not share their solutions to these so-
cial evils. He has no time for the revolutionary centralized socialists, 
who want to transform society radically and take over and manage all 
the property immediately (Ten 1998: 391). Although Mill sympathizes 
with gradual, decentralized socialism advocated by Owen and Fourier, 
which is applied to villages or townships on an experimental basis, he 
pays more attention to reforming capitalism in an egalitarian direc-
tion. Following his predecessor Bentham, Mill’s liberal utilitarianism 
“associates the increase of general welfare (and its chief ingredient, 
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security) with extension of basic rights and reduction of economic in-
equality” (Riley 1998: 320). Economic equality must be one of the social 
goals. For Mill, a government that cannot promote equality, whenever 
this can be done without undermining reasonable private property, 
only serves the minority and harms the majority and is essentially a 
bad government (Riley 1998: 320).

Mill also insists that admission to the franchise and the acquisition 
of “purely political rights” by the working classes, which he ardently 
supports, are not enough to eliminate the social injustices. To real-
ize substantive freedom, opportunity and development, the system of 
economic distribution and property institution must be reformed (Ten 
1998: 388–389). Likewise, Rawls’s difference principle seeks to counter 
the objection by radical democrats and socialists that the citizens’ ba-
sic rights and liberties in a modern democratic state are, in practice, 
merely formal against the background of enormous social and economic 
inequalities (Rawls 2001: 148). As Rawls writes, “The difference prin-
ciple, in maximizing the index available to the least advantaged, maxi-
mizes the worth to them of the equal liberties enjoyed by all” (Rawls 
2001: 149).

Rawls holds not only that his two principles of justice as fairness 
have the same substantive content as Mill’s principles of justice and 
liberty in the modern world but also that both of them support similar 
basic institutions of the well-ordered society (Rawls 2007b: 297). The 
core of Mill’s egalitarian project is to challenge and reform the social or-
ganization and the established system of private property according to 
equitable principles to foster a more egalitarian distribution of wealth. 
The concrete policies include progressive taxation of estates and ensur-
ing reasonable access to natural resources to minimize inequalities of 
opportunity on the premise that the producer’s rights to the fruits of 
his labour and savings are guaranteed (Riley 1998: 320–321). “These 
and other reforms of the existing idea of property would tend to pro-
mote a far more egalitarian distribution of wealth without subverting 
capitalism itself” (Riley 1998: 319–320).

Correspondingly, Rawls believes a property-owning democracy, 
which is different from laissez-faire capitalism or welfare-state capi-
talism, is the institutional content that realizes the two principles of 
justice in its basic system (Rawls 2001: 135–136). A property-owning 
democracy aims to disperse the ownership of productive assets and 
human capital to put all citizens on a footing of a suitable degree of 
social and economic equality and avoid developing a discouraged and 
depressed underclass who feels left out and does not participate in the 
public affairs (Rawls 2001: 139-40).

Finally, even Rawls’s key argument for the difference principle is 
similar to Mill’s reason for his principle of egalitarian economic dis-
tribution. In Justice as Fairness, Rawls admits that the maximin rule 
is invalid in arguing against the restricted utility principle favouring 
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the difference principle. That is because the minimum in the restricted 
utility principle, as expressed in a capitalist welfare state, will prevent 
the least advantaged from experiencing their condition as so miserable 
that they reject this conception of justice. Nevertheless, Rawls con-
tends that the difference principle is still better than the restricted util-
ity principle because it prevents the least advantaged from withdraw-
ing from the political society and becoming passive citizens. It enables 
them to see themselves as full members of the political society (Rawls 
2001: 129–130). Correspondingly, it is well-known that avoiding being 
passive citizens is the Archimedean point in Mill’s theoretical building 
of political philosophy. 

5. Conclusion 
I do not mean Rawls has nothing distinctive from his predecessors. It is 
not difficult to give examples of Rawls’s uniqueness. For instance, the 
principles of justice chosen in Rawls’s original position are to regulate 
the basic structure of society. “By contrast, Kant’s account of the Cat-
egorical Imperative applies to the personal maxims of sincere and con-
scientious individuals in everyday life” (Rawls 2007a: 553). Therefore, 
Kant and Rawls proceed in opposite directions. Kant starts from the 
particular case in daily life. He believes that numerous interconnected 
correct personal maxims would eventually constitute a system of moral 
principles, including principles of social justice, thereby creating a good 
society. Rawls begins with principles of social justice that regulate the 
basic structure of society, thereby providing a background of justice 
and a legal framework for personal and associational activities (Rawls 
2007a: 552–553). This discrepancy suggests the Hegelian dimension 
of Rawls’s justice as fairness or “Rawls’s Hegelian reading of Kant” 
(Gledhill 2020: 128).

When it comes to the comparison with Hegel, Rawls emphasizes 
the distributive part of the basic structure of society more than Hegel 
for actualizing freedom and justice. Rawls regards the institution of 
family as a part of the basic structure of society, while Hegel consid-
ers it as beyond the domain of the political state. Rawls’s idea of the 
state significantly differs from Hegel’s in some other aspects. Hegel 
asserts the two traditional powers of sovereignty: the state’s right to go 
to war in the rational pursuit of its national interests and its complete 
internal control over the population. Hegel regards these rights as es-
sential for the idea of the state, which he conceives as a substantive 
individual or spiritual substance (Rawls 2007a: 360–361). In contrast, 
Rawls believes that states have no absolute sovereignty. State sover-
eignty, internal and external, should be constrained by international 
laws. In addition, the metaphysical idea of “Geist” is crucial in Hegel’s 
theory of the state. For Hegel, only when social and political institu-
tions realize the good and freedom of individuals does Geist achieve its 
full expression and conscious self-awareness (Rawls 2007a: 370). Rawls 
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does not rely on the mystical concept of “Geist” in his primacy of the 
basic structure of society.

Finally, regarding the relationship with Mill, Rawls also has his 
own distinctiveness. He explicitly expresses the priority rules in his 
two principles of justice. The first priority rule is the priority of liberty, 
and the second priority rule is the priority of justice over efficiency and 
welfare. (The second principle of justice is lexically prior to the prin-
ciple of efficiency and to that of maximizing the sum of advantages, 
and fair opportunity is prior to the difference principle) (Rawls 1999a: 
266–267). Although similar priority rules might be inferred from Mill’s 
political theory, he does not give a clear presentation and enough em-
phasis. In addition, there is little analogous to Rawls’s detailed discus-
sions of the basic structure of society in Mill’s thought. Mill’s various 
political principles are scattered in different works. And he does not 
stress his political principles as the content of justice (Abbey and Spin-
ner-Halev 2012: 131). In contrast, Rawls’s presentation of justice as 
fairness is much more unified and well-directed in connecting the basic 
structure, substantive principles and the conception of justice.

In later works, Rawls distinguishes his political liberalism from 
comprehensive liberalisms, represented by Kant and Mill (I would add 
Hegel). Due to limited space, this paper can not cover this significant 
development or family dispute within the liberalism of freedom. How-
ever, it is fair to say that Rawls draws substantially from the preceding 
important exemplars of liberalism of freedom in the history of political 
philosophy: Kant, Hegel and Mill. And his originality and greatness in 
his theory of justice as fairness may lie in his indefatigable improve-
ment on and ingenious synthesis of these great predecessors’ liberal 
theories.
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