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On Rawls’ Difference Principle and Desert Theory

Ge Siyou

(Si-mian Institute for Advanced Studies in Humanities, East China Normal University, Shanghai 200241, China )

Abstract: Without doubt, justice as fairness by Rawls is one of important theories of justice,
while its difference principle was often criticized because of misunderstanding. On the one hand,
Rawls’ s statement and explanation of difference principle is misleading. On the other hand, it
contradicts with our intuition of justice as desert. When the implication of justice as desert is figured
out, desert for contribution is found to be embedded in our moral intuition. When we make sense of
the difference principle, it instead, to some degree, determines the meaning of desert for contribution.
Nevertheless, since the justice as fairness is only applicable to the basic structure of society and the
equal freedom principle is lexically prior to the difference principle, the difference principle is
underdetermined. Still, humanitarianism embodied in the difference principle is the important factor
for distributive justice.
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