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Abstract. John Rawls’ concept of the “veil of ignorance” has been a cornerstone of 

modern political philosophy, aiming to ensure fairness and justice in societal decision-

making. However, its application in the context of a pandemic raises unique challenges and 

considerations. This philosophical article critically examines the tenability of Rawls’ veil of 

ignorance in an age of pandemic. It explores the potential benefits and limitations of this 

concept in addressing issues such as resource allocation, shared vulnerability, and competing 

interests. By delving into these complex dynamics, the article seeks to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the role of the veil of ignorance in guiding ethical decision-

making during a pandemic. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on societies around the world, 

bringing to the forefront pressing ethical dilemmas and complex decision-making processes. 

In the face of unprecedented challenges, it becomes crucial to examine the tenability of 

philosophical frameworks like John Rawls’ veil of ignorance in guiding ethical decision-

making during a pandemic. John Rawls, one of the most influential political philosophers of 

the 20th century, introduced the concept of the veil of ignorance as a thought experiment to 

ensure fairness and justice in societal arrangements.  

According to Rawls, individuals should make decisions about the structure of society 

without knowledge of their own social position, status, or personal attributes. By removing 

this self-interested bias, decision-makers are expected to consider the interests of all 

members of society and work towards a more equitable distribution of resources and 

opportunities. The veil of ignorance has been lauded for its potential to address social 

inequalities and promote the common good. However, its application in the context of a 

pandemic presents unique challenges that demand careful examination. This philosophical 

article aims to critically analyze the tenability of Rawls’ veil of ignorance in an age of 

pandemic, exploring its potential benefits, limitations, and ethical considerations. Hence, we 

seek to respond to the question: how tenable is John Rawls’ concept of the veil of ignorance 

in a time of a pandemic? Throughout this article, we will delve into the foundations and 

principles of Rawls’ veil of ignorance, understanding its original context and its relevance in 
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the current era. We will then explore the ethical decision-making challenges that emerge 

during a pandemic, considering the delicate balance between individual rights, public health, 

and societal well-being. By examining the concepts of shared vulnerability and resource 

allocation, we will assess how the veil of ignorance can contribute to fair and just decision-

making in times of crisis. However, it is important to acknowledge the limitations and 

challenges associated with implementing the veil of ignorance in a pandemic. This article 

will critically evaluate these limitations, providing insights into how decision-makers can 

navigate these complexities. By undertaking this comprehensive analysis, we aim to 

contribute to the ongoing discussions surrounding ethical decision-making in times of crisis.  

I. Rawls’ Veil of Ignorance: Foundations and Principles 

John Rawls’ veil of ignorance is a key concept in political philosophy, specifically within 

the framework of his theory of justice as fairness. Rawls introduced this concept in his 

influential work, “A Theory of Justice,” published in 1971. The veil of ignorance is a 

thought experiment that aims to ensure fairness and impartiality in societal decision-making 

by stripping decision-makers of their personal characteristics and biases. At its core, the veil 

of ignorance asks individuals to imagine themselves in an original position where they have 

no knowledge of their own social position, natural talents, intelligence, gender, ethnicity, or 

any other personal attributes. Behind this hypothetical veil, they are ignorant of the 

particular circumstances that could influence their own position within society. 

According to john Rawls, the major reason behind the idea of the original position is to set 

up a fair procedure for the enactment of a fair principles of justice. Rawls aims at using the 

notion of pure procedural justice as a basis of theory. To him, there is need to nullify the 

effects of specific contingencies which put men at odds and tempt them to exploit social and 

natural circumstances to their own advantage. In order to nullify the effects of specific 

contingencies he assumes that the parties should be situated behind a veil of ignorance. As 

such, they will not know how the various alternatives will affect their own particular case 

and they will be obliged to evaluate principles solely on the basis of general considerations.
1
  

The intention of this ignorance is to prevent individuals from being swayed by self-interest 

or biased perspectives when making decisions about societal arrangements. Rawls argues 

that when individuals are placed behind the veil of ignorance, they are motivated to adopt 

principles that are fair and just for all members of society. Since they do not know how they 

will personally benefit or be disadvantaged by the decisions made, they are encouraged to 

consider the interests of everyone and design a society that is equitable and maximizes the 

well-being of the least advantaged.
2
 

To understand the tenability of John Rawls’ veil of ignorance in an age of a pandemic, it is 

essential to examine its foundations and principles. This section will delve into the key 

foundations and principles underlying Rawls’ veil of ignorance. 

Equality and Fairness  

The principle of equality lies at the center of John Rawls’ concept of the veil of ignorance. 

Rawls argues that in the original position, behind the veil of ignorance, individuals are 

motivated to adopt principles that would be fair and just for all members of society. Since 

                                                      
1
 Rawls, John, A Theory of Justice, Harvard University Press, 1971, p. 118. 

2
 J. RAWLS, A Theory of Justice, p. 118. 
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individuals do not know their own position in society, they have a natural inclination to 

ensure fairness and equal treatment, as they could end up in any position within society. 

Equality of liberty and equality of opportunity will be considered for all.
3
 

Ignorance of Personal Attributes 

The veil of ignorance requires individuals to imagine themselves without knowledge of their 

own social position, talents, intelligence, gender, ethnicity, or any other personal attributes. 

By removing this knowledge, Rawls aims to prevent individuals from being swayed by self-

interest or biased perspectives when making decisions about societal arrangements. This 

ignorance prompts individuals to consider the interests of all members of society, including 

the least advantaged, and design a society that benefits everyone.
4
 

Maximin Principle  

Rawls’ maximin principle is closely associated with the veil of ignorance. It suggests that 

decision-makers, when behind the veil, would choose principles that maximize the welfare 

of the least advantaged members of society. Since they are unaware of their own social 

position, they are motivated to prioritize the well-being of the most vulnerable, as they 

might find themselves in a disadvantaged position once the veil is lifted.
5
 

Primary Goods  

Rawls defines primary goods as the fundamental rights, liberties, opportunities, income, 

wealth, and the social bases of self-respect necessary for individuals to pursue their own 

conceptions of the good life. Behind the veil of ignorance, individuals are concerned with 

ensuring a fair distribution of these primary goods to secure equal opportunities for all 

members of society.
6
 

Difference Principle  

This is also a central element of Rawls’ theory of justice as fairness, closely tied to the veil 

of ignorance. It asserts that social and economic inequalities are permissible only if they 

benefit the least advantaged members of society. Behind the veil, individuals would be 

inclined to design a society where inequalities are arranged in favour of the least 

advantaged, rather than to benefit the already privileged.
7
 

Equal Basic Liberties 

Rawls argues that behind the veil of ignorance, individuals would prioritize the guarantee of 

equal basic liberties for all members of society. These liberties include freedom of speech, 

assembly, religion, and the right to vote. Individuals would seek to protect these 

fundamental rights and ensure they are equally accessible to everyone.
8
 

Fair Distribution of Resources 

Rawls posits that individuals behind the veil of ignorance would be concerned with the fair 

                                                      
3
 Ibid, p. 245. 

4
 Ibid, p. 118-119. 

5
 J. RAWLS, A Theory of Justice, pp. 133. 

6
 Ibid, pp. 78-79. 

7
 Ibid, pp. 65-72. 

8
 Ibid, p. 135. 
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distribution of resources. They would aim to minimize social and economic inequalities and 

design a society where opportunities and resources are distributed in a way that benefits the 

least advantaged members.
9
 

As seen in the above paragraphs, the foundations and principles of Rawls’ veil of ignorance 

provide a framework for decision-making that prioritizes fairness, equality, and the well-

being of the least advantaged. By setting aside knowledge of personal attributes and 

adopting a position of impartiality, decision-makers are encouraged to design societal 

arrangements that minimize social and economic inequalities and maximize the welfare of 

all individuals.  

In the context of a pandemic, the veil of ignorance can serve as a guide for decision-making 

processes, ensuring that considerations of fairness, equality, and the well-being of the most 

vulnerable are at the forefront. However, the application of the veil of ignorance in 

pandemic-related challenges raises unique complexities and considerations, which will be 

explored further in subsequent sections of this article. 

II. Other Ethical Frame-works for Ethical Decision-Making 

The unique challenges posed by the pandemic have prompted a reexamination of existing 

ethical frameworks, including John Rawls’ veil of ignorance, to guide decision-making and 

strive for fairness and justice in these unprecedented times. In this section, we will explore 

the ethical dimensions of decision-making during pandemics and the principles that can 

inform such decisions. 

Public Health Ethics 

The primary goal during a pandemic is to protect public health and minimize harm. Public 

health ethics emphasizes the well-being of the population as a whole and guides decision 

about resource allocation, public health measures, and vaccination strategies. Key principles 

include maximizing benefits, minimizing harm, promoting equity, and ensuring 

transparency in decision-making processes.
10

 

Utilitarianism 

Utilitarianism is a consequentialist ethical theory that emphasizes the maximization of 

overall happiness or utility as the fundamental principle for evaluating the morality of an 

action, decision or policy. In the context of a pandemic, utilitarianism may involve making 

decisions that result in the greatest net benefit for the largest number of people. This 

approach considers the consequences of various actions and weighs them in terms of their 

positive or negative impacts on individuals and society. This theory was originally 

propounded by the likes of Bentham Jeremy and John Stuart Mill. It was later opposed by 

John Rawls and Robert Nozick.
11

 

Autonomy and Informed Consent 

Autonomy is an ethical principle emphasized by Immanuel Kant. It is also one of the 

                                                      
9
 J. RAWLS, A Theory of Justice, pp. 135. 

10
 L. ORTMANN et al, public health ethics analysis (vol 3), Monash University , Melbourne Australia, 2016, pp. 

15-29. 
11

 T. BEAUCHAMP, AND J CHILDRESS, Principles of Biomedical Ethics, Oxford University Press, 2012, pp. 120-

157. 
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bioethical principles. Respect for individual autonomy and informed consent is crucial 

during a pandemic. Individuals should be provided with accurate and understandable 

information about the risks, benefits, and implications of interventions such as vaccination 

or contact tracing. Decisions should be based on individuals’ voluntary choices and respect 

for their rights and values.
12

 

Solidarity and Social Responsibility 

Pandemics require collective action and a sense of solidarity. Ethical decision-making 

should consider the broader societal impact of individual choices and prioritize the common 

good. This principle recognizes that individual actions can have significant consequences for 

public health and emphasizes the responsibility of individuals and communities to protect 

vulnerable populations.
13

 

It is important to note that ethical decision-making during a pandemic can be complex and 

may require balancing competing principles. Different ethical frameworks may lead to 

different conclusions, and context-specific factors should be considered. In practice, 

interdisciplinary collaboration between healthcare professionals, ethicists, policymakers, and 

affected communities can help navigate the ethical challenges posed by pandemics and 

ensure decisions are transparent, accountable, and grounded in ethical principles. 

III. The unique ethical dilemmas posed by pandemics 

Pandemics present unique ethical dilemmas that arise due to the exceptional circumstances, 

scale of impact, and complex decision-making required. Here are some of the key ethical 

dilemmas posed by pandemics: 

Allocation of Scarce Resources 

During a pandemic, there is often a scarcity of resources such as hospital beds, ventilators, 

and medications. Ethical dilemmas arise in determining how these resources should be 

allocated, especially when demand exceeds supply. Decisions must be made regarding 

prioritization based on factors like medical need, likelihood of survival, and potential for 

long-term benefit.
14

 

Balancing Individual Rights and Public Health  

Pandemics require the implementation of measures that may restrict individual freedoms and 

rights. Ethical dilemmas arise in finding the balance between protecting public health and 

respecting individual autonomy. For example, imposing quarantine or lockdown measures 

may infringe on individual liberties, but they may be necessary to prevent the spread of 

disease and protect the broader population.
15

 

Equity and Health Disparities 

Pandemics often exacerbate existing health disparities, disproportionately affecting 

marginalized and vulnerable populations. Ethical dilemmas arise in addressing these 

disparities and ensuring equitable access to healthcare, testing, and treatment. Decision-

                                                      
12

 Idem.  
13

 Idem. 
14

 D. NORMAN, Just Health: Meeting Health Needs Fairly, Cambridge University Press, 2008, pp. 315-319. 
15

 L. EPSTEIN, “The Ethics of Pandemics” in Journal of Medical Ethics, 2020, p,40. 
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makers must strive to avoid exacerbating existing inequalities and work towards fair 

distribution of resources and interventions.
16

 

Psychological and Social Impacts 

Pandemics can have profound psychological and social impacts on individuals and 

communities. Ethical dilemmas arise in addressing these impacts, such as mental health 

consequences, social isolation, and economic hardships. Decision-makers must consider 

strategies to mitigate these effects and provide support to those affected.
17

 

International Cooperation and Global Solidarity  

Pandemics transcend national boundaries, requiring international cooperation and solidarity. 

Ethical dilemmas emerge in ensuring fair distribution of resources and interventions 

globally, as well as addressing disparities between countries in terms of healthcare capacity 

and access to vaccines. Decision-makers must consider principles of global justice and 

equitable distribution of benefits and burdens.
18

 

Addressing these ethical dilemmas requires a comprehensive and inclusive approach 

involving diverse perspectives, interdisciplinary collaboration, and the integration of ethical 

principles into decision-making processes.  

IV. Balancing individual rights, public health, and societal well-being 

Balancing individual rights, public health, and societal well-being is a critical ethical 

challenge, particularly during times of a pandemic. This balance requires careful 

consideration of various factors and the application of ethical principles.  

Respect for Individual Rights 

Individual rights and freedoms, such as autonomy, privacy, and freedom of movement, are 

fundamental ethical principles. It is important to respect and protect these rights to the 

greatest extent possible, even during a pandemic. Any restrictions on individual rights must 

be justified by a compelling public health interest and be proportionate to the threat at 

hand.
19

 

Public Health as a Common Good 

Public health is a shared responsibility and a common good. Protecting public health 

involves taking actions that promote the well-being and safety of the broader population. 

This may require some temporary limitations on individual rights to prevent the spread of 

infectious diseases and ensure the health and safety of vulnerable populations.
20

 

Proportionality and Least Restrictive Means 

When implementing measures that infringe on individual rights, such as quarantine or 

                                                      
16

 Emanuel, Ezekiel J., et al, “Fair Allocation of Scarce Medical Resources in the Time of Covid-19” in New  

England Journal of Medicine, 2020, pp. 130-132. 
17

 R. FADEN, et al, Social Justice: The Moral Foundations of Public Health and Health Policy, OUP USA, 

2006. 
18

 Idem.  
19

 Daniels, Norman, Just Health: Meeting Health Needs Fairly, Cambridge University Press, 2008, pp. 140-

142. 
20

 Idem.  
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lockdowns, it is essential to consider proportionality. Restrictions should be necessary and 

proportionate to the public health threat. The least restrictive means should be employed to 

achieve the desired public health outcomes while minimizing interference with individual 

rights. 

Scientific Evidence and Expert Guidance 

Decision-making should be informed by scientific evidence and expert guidance. It is crucial 

to rely on credible sources of information and consult experts in public health, 

epidemiology, and ethics. Evidence-based decision-making helps ensure that actions taken 

are effective, justifiable, and based on the best available knowledge.
21

 

Ethical Review and Accountability 

Ethical review processes should be in place to assess the potential ethical implications of 

policies and interventions. Decision-makers should be transparent in their reasoning and 

provide justifications for their actions. Public accountability mechanisms, such as 

independent oversight bodies or review committees, can help ensure that decisions are 

ethically sound and subject to scrutiny.
22

 

Mitigating Disparities and Vulnerabilities 

Balancing individual rights and public health requires a focus on mitigating disparities and 

vulnerabilities. Efforts should be made to address health inequities, provide support to 

vulnerable populations, and ensure equitable access to healthcare, testing, treatment, and 

other essential resources. Disadvantaged groups should not bear a disproportionate burden 

of restrictions or suffer from inadequate support.
23

 

Communication and Public Engagement 

Transparent and effective communication with the public is crucial for building trust and 

maintaining social cohesion. Decision-makers should provide clear and accurate 

information, engage in dialogue with affected communities, and involve stakeholders in 

decision-making processes whenever possible. Inclusion and participation can help ensure 

that the concerns and perspectives of diverse individuals and communities are taken into 

account.
24

 

Balancing individual rights, public health, and societal well-being is a complex task that 

requires careful deliberation and a nuanced understanding of ethical principles. It is essential 

to strike a balance that protects individual rights while promoting public health and ensuring 

the well-being of the broader community. Ethical decision-making processes that consider 

these factors and involve multiple stakeholders can help navigate this challenge and promote 

a just and equitable response to a pandemic. 

 

 

                                                      
21

 R. FADEN, et al, Social Justice: The Moral Foundations of Public Health and Health Policy, OUP USA, 

2006, pp. 160-172. 
22

 Ibid, pp. 170-176.  
23

 S. ANCKER, “Ethics and the Social Determinants of Health” in AMA Journal of Ethics, 2018, pp. 130-132. 
24

 Idem. 
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V. The Relevance Of Rawls’ Veil Of Ignorance In Addressing Pandemic-Related 

Challenges 

Rawls’ veil of ignorance offers valuable insights and can be relevant in addressing various 

pandemic-related challenges. While its application may have its limitations, the underlying 

principles of fairness and impartiality can guide decision-making processes during a public 

health crisis. Here are some ways in which the veil of ignorance can be relevant: 

Shared Vulnerability  

The veil of ignorance encourages decision-makers to consider the shared vulnerability of 

individuals during a pandemic. By imagining themselves without knowledge of their own 

personal circumstances, decision-makers are prompted to prioritize the well-being of all 

members of society, especially the most vulnerable. This approach can lead to policies that 

prioritize equitable access to healthcare, protection for marginalized communities, and 

support for those disproportionately affected by the pandemic.
25

 

Fair Distribution of Resources  

Scarcity of resources is a significant challenge during a pandemic, and the veil of ignorance 

can inform decisions regarding resource allocation. By imagining themselves behind the 

veil, decision-makers are more likely to adopt principles that prioritize fair and equitable 

distribution of critical resources, such as vaccines, medical supplies, and financial 

assistance. This approach ensures that resources are not unfairly concentrated among 

specific groups or individuals and are allocated based on need and the principle of 

maximizing overall well-being.
26

 

Balancing Individual Rights and Public Health  

The veil of ignorance can help navigate the delicate balance between protecting individual 

rights and safeguarding public health. By temporarily setting aside their own specific 

interests, decision-makers can deliberate on policies that strike a balance between 

minimizing the spread of the virus and preserving individual freedoms. This approach 

ensures that restrictions and measures are justified and do not disproportionately infringe 

upon individual rights.
27

 

Ethical Considerations and Decision-Making:  

The veil of ignorance encourages decision-makers to reflect on ethical considerations and 

prioritize principles of justice. By temporarily suspending knowledge of their personal 

circumstances, decision-makers are prompted to consider the potential impact of their 

decisions on all members of society. This encourages the adoption of policies that are fair, 

equitable, and respectful of human dignity.
28

 

Long-Term Perspective:  

The veil of ignorance encourages decision-makers to adopt a long-term perspective rather 

                                                      
25

 L. EPSTEIN, “The Ethics of Pandemics” in Journal of Medical Ethics, 2020, pp. 130-132. 
26

 Ibid, pp. 135-138.  
27

 C. BARRY, AND L. DUGDALE, “Distributive Justice and the Covid-19 Pandemic” The Hastings Center 

Report, 2020, pp. 1550-1552. 
28

 T. BEAUCHAMP, AND J. CHILDRESS, Principles of Biomedical Ethics, Oxford University Press, 2012, p. 90. 
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than focusing solely on short-term gains or interests. By imagining themselves without 

knowledge of their own future circumstances, decision-makers are more likely to prioritize 

policies that promote sustainable and resilient systems, which can better address and 

mitigate future pandemics or crises.
29

 

While the veil of ignorance provides a framework for fairness and impartiality, it is 

important to acknowledge the practical challenges of fully implementing it in pandemic-

related decision-making. The complexities of the pandemic, incomplete information, and the 

need to balance multiple ethical considerations may limit the direct application of the veil of 

ignorance. However, integrating its underlying principles into processes of making decisions 

can help promote just and equitable outcomes. Ultimately, the relevance of Rawls’ veil of 

ignorance lies in its ability to promote a broader perspective, fairness, and considerations of 

justice in addressing pandemic-related challenges. By adopting these principles, decision-

makers can strive for more equitable and morally sound responses that prioritize the well-

being of all members of society. 

VI. Challenges and limitations in implementing the veil of ignorance in pandemic 

decision-making 

While the veil of ignorance offers a valuable framework for ethical decision-making, there 

are challenges and limitations in its practical implementation in the context of pandemic 

decision-making. Here are some key challenges and limitations to consider: 

Incomplete Information 

Implementing the veil of ignorance requires comprehensive and accurate information about 

the diverse perspectives and needs of individuals. In the context of a pandemic, decision-

makers may have limited access to timely and reliable data, making it challenging to fully 

understand the implications and consequences of different choices.
30

 

Conflicting Priorities  

The veil of ignorance assumes a shared understanding of what constitutes the common good. 

However, in the face of a pandemic, different stakeholders may have conflicting priorities 

and interpretations of what is fair and just. Balancing individual rights, public health 

concerns, and societal well-being can be a complex task, leading to disagreements and 

challenges in reaching a consensus.
31

 

Political Interests and Power Dynamics 

Pandemic decision-making is often influenced by political interests and power dynamics. 

Implementing the veil of ignorance requires decision-makers to prioritize the common good 

over personal or political agendas. However, in practice, these factors can distort decision-

making processes and hinder the impartiality and fairness that the veil of ignorance seeks to 

promote.
32

 

Time Constraints and Urgency 

                                                      
29

 Ibid, p. 80.  
30

 E. EMANUEL, et al, “Fair Allocation of Scarce Medical Resources in the Time of Covid-19” in New England 

Journal of Medicine, 2020, pp. 1330-1332. 
31

 Idem. 
32

 Ibid, pp. 1430-1432. 
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Pandemic situations often require swift decision-making to address immediate threats to 

public health. The veil of ignorance, with its emphasis on careful deliberation and 

consideration of diverse perspectives, may be challenging to apply in time-sensitive 

situations. Urgency and time constraints can limit the extent to which the veil of ignorance 

can be fully implemented.
33

 

Practical Feasibility 

Implementing the veil of ignorance requires practical mechanisms to ensure that decision-

making processes are inclusive, transparent, and participatory. However, logistical and 

resource limitations may make it difficult to engage a wide range of stakeholders and 

facilitate meaningful participation, especially during crisis situations.
34

 

Ethical Dilemmas and Trade-Offs 

The veil of ignorance does not provide clear guidance on how to resolve ethical dilemmas 

and trade-offs that arise during a pandemic. For example, decisions about allocating scarce 

resources, balancing individual liberties with public health measures, or determining the 

appropriate level of restrictions can be ethically complex and require additional ethical 

frameworks beyond the veil of ignorance.
35

 

Implementation Bias 

Despite the intention to eliminate bias, decision-makers may inadvertently bring their own 

implicit biases into the decision-making process. Unconscious biases can influence the 

framing of problems, the selection of decision-makers, and the interpretation of information, 

potentially undermining the impartiality and fairness that the veil of ignorance aims to 

achieve.
36

 

While the veil of ignorance offers valuable insights for ethical decision-making, its 

implementation in the context of a pandemic is not without challenges and limitations. 

Decision-makers must be aware of these limitations and consider additional ethical 

frameworks, stakeholder engagement, and expert advice to complement the principles of the 

veil of ignorance and ensure a comprehensive and context-specific approach to pandemic 

decision-making. 

VII. How the veil of ignorance can foster empathy and prioritize the common good 

The veil of ignorance, a concept introduced by philosopher John Rawls, can foster empathy 

and prioritize the common good by encouraging individuals to consider the perspectives and 

needs of others without bias or self-interest. Here’s how the veil of ignorance can contribute 

to these outcomes: 

Removal of Bias and Self-Interest 

The veil of ignorance asks individuals to imagine a hypothetical scenario where they are 

unaware of their own position, characteristics, and advantages or disadvantages in society. 

                                                      
33

 P. BRAVEMAN, et al. “Social Determinants of Health” in Health Affairs, 2011, p. 133. 
34

 D. PARFIT, “Equality and Priority” Ratio, 1997, p. 198. 
35

 Ibid, p. 197. 
36

 Ruth Faden, et al, Social Justice: The Moral Foundations of Public Health and Health Policy, OUP USA, 
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This removal of bias and self-interest allows individuals to approach decision-making from 

a neutral standpoint, free from personal preferences or biases that may hinder empathy or the 

pursuit of the common good.
37

 

Universal Application 

The fundamental principles of the veil of ignorance requires individuals to consider the 

interests and well-being of every member of the society. It emphasizes that everyone, behind 

the veil, is equally deserving of fair treatment and consideration. This universality 

encourages individuals to empathize with the experiences, needs, and vulnerabilities of 

others, promoting a sense of shared humanity and fostering empathy.
38

 

Fairness and Equity 

The veil of ignorance prompts individuals to design principles of justice that are fair and 

equitable. In this hypothetical state, individuals are more likely to prioritize fairness and 

equal opportunities, recognizing that they could end up in any position within society. This 

prioritization of fairness contributes to fostering empathy and ensuring that decisions 

prioritize the common good over individual interests.
39

 

Consideration of the Most Vulnerable 

The veil of ignorance encourages individuals to consider the perspective of the most 

vulnerable members of society. Without knowledge of their own circumstances, individuals 

are more likely to acknowledge the potential for vulnerability and disadvantage that others 

may face. This consideration leads to a prioritization of policies and actions that protect and 

uplift the most vulnerable, promoting empathy and a focus on the common good.
40

 

Long-Term Thinking 

The veil of ignorance prompts individuals to consider the long-term implications of their 

decisions. By removing immediate self-interest, individuals are encouraged to think beyond 

short-term gains and consider the broader consequences for society as a whole. This long-

term thinking aligns with prioritizing the common good and fosters empathy by recognizing 

the intergenerational impact of decisions.
41

 

Solidarity and Cooperation 

The veil of ignorance highlights the shared humanity and interconnectedness of individuals. 

It emphasizes that we are all inextricably linked and that the well-being of one affects the 

well-being of all. This understanding fosters a sense of solidarity and cooperation, as 

individuals recognize the importance of working together to achieve the common good and 

address societal challenges.
42

 

By employing the veil of ignorance, individuals can cultivate empathy and prioritize the 

common good in decision-making processes. It encourages individuals to transcend their 

                                                      
37

 S. AMARTYA, The Idea of Justice, Harvard University Press, 2009, p. 189. 
38

 Idem.  
39

 Idem.  
40

 W. NORMAN, “Negotiating National Health: A Guide to Understanding the International Health Agreements” 

University of Toronto Press, 2018, pp. 197-198. 
41

 Idem. 
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personal biases and self-interest, fostering a sense of shared humanity and the recognition 

that fair and equitable outcomes benefit society as a whole. This empathetic and common 

good-oriented approach contributes to creating a more just and inclusive society. 

VIII. Integrating the veil of ignorance with other ethical frameworks 

Integrating the veil of ignorance with other ethical frameworks can provide a more 

comprehensive and robust approach to ethical decision-making in a pandemic. Here are 

some ways in which the veil of ignorance can be integrated with other ethical frameworks: 

Utilitarianism  

The veil of ignorance can be complemented with utilitarian ethics, an ethical frame work 

which focuses on the maximization of the overall happiness or well-being of persons in the 

society. Decision-makers can consider the potential consequences of their choices on the 

overall welfare of society, while still maintaining the impartiality of the veil of ignorance. 

They can weigh the benefits and harms of different options, taking into account the veil of 

ignorance’s concern for the least advantaged.
43

 

Rights-based Ethics 

Rights-based ethics can be integrated by considering the fundamental rights and liberties of 

individuals while applying the veil of ignorance. Decision-makers can ensure that their 

choices respect and protect individual rights, such as the right to life, privacy, and freedom 

of movement, while also considering the equitable distribution of resources and 

opportunities.
44

 

Distributive Justice 

The veil of ignorance can be enhanced by incorporating principles of distributive justice. 

Decision-makers can consider the fair distribution of resources, healthcare services, and 

social support, especially to vulnerable populations, while maintaining the impartiality of the 

veil of ignorance. This integration helps address existing social inequalities and promote 

fairness in resource allocation.
45

 

Care Ethics 

Care ethics emphasizes the importance of relationships, empathy, and compassion. 

Decision-makers can integrate care ethics by considering the impact of their choices on the 

well-being and dignity of individuals and communities. They can prioritize empathy and 

compassion in decision-making processes, ensuring that the veil of ignorance approach is 

informed by the caring and nurturing aspects of ethical considerations. 

Virtue Ethics 

Virtue ethics emphasizes the cultivation of virtues and moral character. Decision-makers can 

integrate virtue ethics by reflecting on the virtues that guide their decision-making 

processes. This integration helps ensure that decisions made through the veil of ignorance 
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are driven by moral virtues such as fairness, justice, integrity, and compassion.
46

 

By integrating the veil of ignorance with other ethical frameworks, decision-makers can 

consider a broader range of ethical principles and perspectives. This integration helps create 

a more nuanced and comprehensive approach to ethical decision-making in a pandemic, 

ensuring that multiple ethical considerations are taken into account and facilitating more 

ethically informed choices. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the veil of ignorance, as proposed by John Rawls, offers a valuable 

framework for addressing ethical challenges in pandemic decision-making. By encouraging 

decision-makers to imagine themselves behind a veil of ignorance, unaware of their personal 

circumstances, the approach promotes fairness, impartiality, and a focus on the well-being of 

the least advantaged. The application of the veil of ignorance in pandemic decision-making 

has several benefits. It helps prioritize the most vulnerable and disadvantaged populations, 

ensures the fair distribution of resources, and encourages decision-makers to consider 

diverse perspectives and interests. The approach also fosters empathy, as decision-makers 

are prompted to consider the needs and concerns of others. However, the effectiveness of the 

veil of ignorance approach is not without limitations. Practical constraints, such as limited 

data and uncertainty, can impact its application. Cultural and social factors, as well as 

competing interests and biases, may influence decision-making processes. Additionally, the 

veil of ignorance thought experiment alone may not provide comprehensive solutions to 

complex ethical dilemmas. To enhance the effectiveness of the veil of ignorance approach, 

decision-makers should complement it with empirical data, scientific expertise, public 

engagement, transparency, and accountability. This ensures that decisions are grounded in 

evidence, consider practical constraints, and gain public acceptance and legitimacy. The 

integration of the veil of ignorance with other ethical frameworks can further enhance 

decision-making by capturing a broader range of ethical considerations. Pandemics present 

unique challenges that require careful ethical deliberation. The veil of ignorance, when 

applied thoughtfully and in conjunction with other approaches, can contribute to more fair 

and just pandemic responses. By striving to balance individual rights, public health, and 

societal well-being, decision-makers can navigate the complexities of a pandemic while 

upholding principles of fairness, justice, and the common good. 
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