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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The central difficulty in Rawls’s theory of justice lies in explaining
how free and equal citizens, each with their own conception of the
good, can be rationally and morally bound to fair principles of social
cooperation. Rawls seeks to resolve this problem by reviving the
tradition of contractualism; yet, unlike classical social contract
theorists, he employs the contract not as a historical pact, but as a
hypothetical device intended to model impartial reasoning. The
original position and the veil of ignorance are designed to express the
conditions under which principles of justice can be justified by
prudential rationality under fair circumstances. However, once the
justificatory function of the contract is clarified, a deeper metaethical
question arises: does contractual justification suffice to generate
genuine moral obligation? This question has led to a crucial debate
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between Choptiany and Reiman. Their dispute reveals a tension in
interpreting Rawls’s framework, which, if left unresolved, obscures
the nature of the moral bindingness of justice. Hence, a more
systematic reading of Rawls's two-level structure, justificatory and
ethical, is needed to clarify how moral motivation emerges. The aim
of this study is therefore to re-examine the Choptiany—Reiman dispute
and to show that Rawls’s theory contains an ethical-motivational
dimension, centered on the sense of justice, which cannot be reduced
to contractual rationality. It is precisely through this deeper dimension
that education becomes not a derivative distributive concern, but a
precondition for the possibility of moral obligation to justice.

2. Literature Review

Choptiany argues that the hypothetical agreement of self-interested
agents in the original position cannot generate genuine moral
obligation, but only prudential consensus. Reiman replies that the
contractual device in Rawls is meant merely to justify the principles of
justice, not to ground moral motivation; however, his response
remains incomplete, as it leaves the connection between justification
and ethical commitment unclarified.

Dworkin’s critique sharpens this problem: even if the original
position yields rational agreement, why should such hypothetical
consent possess normative force? His analysis shows that a contract
can demonstrate rational acceptability but cannot itself ground moral
obligation, unless embedded in a broader ethical framework.
Dworkin's analysis thus shifts the debate from the validity of the
contract to the source of moral motivation.

Both critics presuppose that moral obligation must be derived
from the contract itself, whereas Rawls distinguishes between
justification and motivation: the former belongs to the original
position, while the latter depends on the development of the sense of
justice. Although Freeman’s Kantian interpretation reveals this deeper
ethical layer, its implications for the Choptiany—Reiman debate in
light of Dworkin’s challenge remain unexplored.
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This article fills this gap by reconstructing Rawls’s theory on two
distinct levels, contractual and ethical, and by showing how education
mediates between them. It argues that the foundation of moral
obligation lies not in hypothetical agreement, but in the formation of
the sense of justice through social and educational institutions.

3. Methodology

The research employs a conceptual-analytical method based on close
textual examination of Rawls’s A Theory of Justice (1999), with
supplementary interpretations from Choptiany (1973), Reiman (1974),
and Freeman (2007). The analysis proceeds by disentangling Rawls’s
justificatory level (centered on the original position and prudential
reasoning) from his ethical-motivational level (centered on the sense
of justice and the psychology of moral development). The
argumentative strategy is not historical or empirical, but philosophical
and reconstructive: it seeks to identify the logical structure of Rawls’s
theory and clarify the conditions under which moral obligation can
arise. The methodology therefore involves a two-step approach: first,
exposing the limits of contractual rationality as a source of motivation;
second, demonstrating how the pedagogical internalization of justice
provides the missing moral foundation. This method allows for a
reinterpretation of the Choptiany—Reiman dispute and ultimately
reveals the essential role of public education in Rawls’s framework.

4. Findings and Final Argument

The main finding is that Rawls’s theory contains a two-level structure.
The first is the justificatory—contractual level, which employs the
original position and the veil of ignorance to generate principles
acceptable to free and equal agents. Here, prudential rationality and
situational impartiality lead to the selection of the two principles of
justice. However, this level alone cannot explain why citizens would
be morally bound to abide by these principles once the veil of
ignorance is lifted and real social inequalities emerge. It is therefore
insufficient to justify moral obligation. The second, ethical-
motivational level, is developed across sections 77—79 of A Theory of
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Justice and concerns the cultivation of the sense of justice, defined as
the moral capacity to recognize and willingly comply with principles
of fairness even when they conflict with personal interests. Rawls
argues that a just society must be stable for the right reasons: citizens
must obey principles of justice not out of fear or calculation, but
because they find within themselves moral reasons to do so. This
moral disposition does not originate from contractual agreement but
from moral education and socialization within fair institutions. Here
the role of public education becomes fundamental. Schools function as
intermediary institutions between family and political society; they
provide the social and cognitive conditions necessary for citizens to
develop a sense of justice. Without this pedagogical process, the
contract remains a merely hypothetical device, abstracted from lived
experience. Thus, education serves as the bridge between the two
levels of Rawls’s theory: it transforms the rational agreement of the
original position into moral commitment within actual society. In this
sense, Rawls’s theory is contractual in method but Kantian in moral
substance. It is through moral development, not mere agreement, that
obligation to justice emerges. The dispute between Choptiany and
Reiman can therefore be resolved only if this two-level structure is
recognized. Choptiany’s critique remains valid on the contractual
level, but becomes limited once the ethical-motivational level is
acknowledged. Likewise, Reiman’s defence gains depth only when
linked to the psychology of moral development and the role of
education. The result is a reinterpretation of justice as fairness that
places civic education and democratic formation at the normative
center of Rawls’s political philosophy.

5. Conclusion

The article concludes that Rawls’s theory cannot be adequately
understood within the limits of contractual rationality alone. Its full
normative force depends on the sense of justice, whose development
is made possible only through public education and fair social
institutions. This clarifies the foundation of moral obligation and
resolves the Choptiany—Reiman dispute: the contract justifies
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principles, but moral motivation arises from ethical cultivation. Thus,
education should be seen not merely as a distributive outcome of
justice, but as its precondition. This two-level reading offers a deeper
understanding of Rawls’s political philosophy and opens the
possibility of connecting it with contemporary debates in democratic
education and civic formation.

Future research could examine whether the Rawlsian sense of
justice can be developed in culturally plural societies without
imposing a single moral doctrine, and whether it can be integrated
with alternative frameworks such as the capability approach or
relational models of citizenship.

Keywords: Contractarianism, moral obligation, Kantian ethics,
Rawls's Theory of Justice, sense of justice
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2 Stability for the right reasons
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