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Introduction

Jon Mandle and David A. Reidy

It is now more than 10 years since John Rawls died in 2002,

at the age of 81, and more than 60 years since his first

publication in 1951. Yet, his work continues to occupy a

unique and central position in contemporary political

philosophy. Over the years it has generated an enormous

secondary literature and sparked numerous interpretive and

critical debates. The recent publication of Rawls's Princeton

undergraduate thesis and his Harvard lectures in moral and

political philosophy and the archival processing by Harvard

of Rawls's unpublished papers, lectures, letters, annotated

books, and so on, have only served further to stimulate

interest in and debate over Rawls's work, often raising new

questions, reviving debates thought to be settled, and

suggesting new ways of understanding Rawls's work. With

all this in mind, we were keen to produce with this volume

not so much a summary of past scholarly work as a

serviceable roadmap for current and future work on Rawls.

Accordingly, we asked our contributors to address

themselves to the themes and issues that in their view will

or should occupy the attention of the scholars engaged or

likely to engage in this work. As evidenced by their

contributions, this scholarship is likely to range beyond

issues of justice. For while Samuel Freeman is certainly

correct that “Rawls devoted his entire career to one general

philosophical topic and as a result wrote more on the

subject of justice than any other major philosopher” (2007,

x), as the essays in this collection establish, and as Freeman

would readily acknowledge, to understand fully and

evaluate fairly Rawls's work one must engage an immense

number of related issues, just as Rawls himself did.



In Part I, David Reidy and Paul Weithman draw on

materials only recently available to cast new light on

Rawls's own understanding of his project and philosophical

ambitions. Drawing on Rawls's undergraduate senior thesis

(BI) and unpublished material from the Rawls archives,

including papers from graduate school, Reidy (Chapter 1)

gives us a series of “postcards” from Rawls's early

philosophical development. Each offers a glimpse into the

origin of one of the several enduring themes or concerns

animating Rawls's mature work. Although BI is one of the

few places where Rawls presents his work in an explicitly

religious framework, in his Lectures on the History of Moral

Philosophy, he notes that Kant's work, clearly a source of

inspiration for Rawls, has “an obvious religious aspect”

(LHMP, 160). Rawls sometimes acknowledged in

conversation that his own work was motivated by, among

others, an essentially religious concern. Weithman (Chapter

2) provides a non-theistic interpretation of when a work has

a “religious aspect” and argues that this characterization

applies to Rawls's work as well as to Kant's. Weithman does

not argue that this characterization informs Rawls's own

understanding of his work, but the possibility is clearly a live

one.

The essays in Part II explore certain key ideas in Rawls's

philosophical method. Both Anthony Laden and Larry

Krasnoff examine the meaning and significance of Rawls's

“constructivism.” Laden (Chapter 3) explores the

relationship between constructivism and the idea of

reflective equilibrium, arguing that, contrary to commonly

held views, it is the latter that captures Rawls's metaethical

commitments while the former constitutes Rawls's method

for theory-building. Krasnoff (Chapter 4) argues that the

significance of Rawls's 1980 Dewey Lectures has been

widely misunderstood. Kantian constructivism was a

response to certain challenges to the ideas of the original


