VOLUME: 03 ISSUE: 02 Journal of Philosophy and Social Science

Political Philosophy: Justice, Liberty, and Social Contract Theory

Olivia Santos
Department of Philosophy, University of the Philippines Diliman, Philippines

ABSTRACT

This article examines central debates in political philosophy concerning justice, liberty, rights, and political authority. It
traces the development of social contract theory from Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau to Rawls’s contractualism,
emphasizing the original position, the veil of ignorance, and the difference principle. The article also contrasts Rawlsian
egalitarianism with Nozick’s libertarian critique, explores Berlin’s distinction between negative and positive liberty, and
situates contemporary discussions within broader debates on multicultural justice, global justice, deliberative democracy,
recognition politics, and Al governance.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Political philosophy—the philosophical study of the state, political authority, justice, rights, liberty, and the proper
organization of political society—addresses the foundational questions of political life: Why should individuals obey
political authority? How should the benefits and burdens of social cooperation be distributed? What rights do individuals
have against collective authority? What constitutes a just social order? These questions were systematically addressed by
Plato’s Republic, Aristotle’s Politics, and through early modern social contract theorists—Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau—
whose competing accounts of the state of nature and the grounds of political obligation established the framework for
liberal political theory.

Rawls’s (1971) ‘A Theory of Justice’ is the most influential work in political philosophy since Mill, reviving the social
contract tradition and providing the most sophisticated contemporary statement of liberal egalitarianism. Rawls’s original
position—a hypothetical situation behind a “veil of ignorance’ that strips away knowledge of one’s social position, natural
talents, and conception of the good—serves as a device for identifying principles of justice that no one could reasonably
reject: principles that free and rational persons concerned with their interests would choose not knowing their place in the
social order. Rawls argues that persons in the original position would choose: (1) equal basic liberties; and (2) social and
economic inequalities arranged to benefit the least advantaged (the difference principle) and attached to positions open to
all under fair equality of opportunity.

2. SOCIAL CONTRACT THEORY
2.1 Classical Social Contract

Hobbes (1651), Locke (1689), and Rousseau (1762) each developed social contract arguments grounding political
authority in hypothetical consent, but with very different conclusions. Hobbes’s state of nature—a war of all against all
where life is ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’—grounds the need for an absolute sovereign to prevent mutual
destruction: rational agents would consent to any authority sufficiently powerful to enforce peace. Locke’s state of nature
is governed by natural law that protects life, liberty, and property—making government’s purpose the protection of natural
rights, with authority delegated by consent revocable when government violates those rights. Rousseau’s social contract
proposes the general will as a transformation of private interests into a common good through deliberation and
participation—a model that has influenced both democratic theory and communitarian critiques of liberal individualism.

2.2 Rawls’s Contractualism

Rawls’s neo-Kantian contractualism differs from classical social contract theory in treating the contract as hypothetical
and epistemic rather than historical or literal: the original position’s veil of ignorance represents the conditions under which
principles of justice must be chosen to be fair to all parties. The difference principle—inequalities are just only if they
benefit the least advantaged members of society—reflects the risk-averse choice rational persons behind the veil of
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ignorance would make: not knowing whether they will be rich or poor, they choose the principle that maximizes the
minimum. Nozick’s (1974) ‘Anarchy, State, and Utopia’ provided the libertarian critique: the difference principle violates
individual rights by requiring redistribution of legitimately acquired holdings—taxation of earnings from labor is on a par
with forced labor.’

Table 1. Competing theories of distributive justice.

Position Justice Principle Key Obijection

Rawlsian Difference principle: maximize minimum  Nozick: violates rights of talented/industrious

egalitarianism position

Libertarianism Just acquisition and transfer; no Historical injustice; ignores circumstances of

(Nozick) redistribution birth

Utilitarianism Maximize aggregate welfare Sacrifices individuals for aggregate; ignores

distribution

Communitarianism Justice embedded in particular community  Cultural relativism; conservative status quo

traditions bias

3. LIBERTY AND RIGHTS

Berlin’s (1958) ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’ distinguished negative liberty (freedom from external interference—the
absence of constraints on action) from positive liberty (freedom to—having the capacity to act, be self-determining, or
achieve one’s goals). Liberal political theory has historically prioritized negative liberty, grounding rights as side-
constraints against interference. Critics argue that negative liberty ignores the structural conditions—poverty,
discrimination, lack of education—that make formal freedoms meaningless for the disadvantaged. Positive liberty’s
emphasis on self-realization and capacity has been influential in republican political theory (Pettit, 1997) which defines
freedom as non-domination—absence of others’ arbitrary power over one—rather than mere absence of interference.

4. CONTEMPORARY DEBATES

Contemporary political philosophy has expanded beyond the Rawls-Nozick debate to address multicultural justice
(Kymlicka, 1995: minority group rights within liberal states), global justice (Pogge, 2002: cosmopolitan obligations to the
global poor), deliberative democracy (Habermas, 1996: legitimate political authority requires public reason-giving), and
recognition politics (Honneth, 1995: justice requires recognition of cultural identities, not only redistribution). Sen’s (2009)
capabilities approach proposes evaluating justice in terms of what people are actually able to do and be—connecting
political philosophy to development economics and global poverty analysis.

5. CONCLUSION

Political philosophy’s central questions—what justifies political authority, how should goods be distributed, and what
rights do individuals have—remain genuinely contested despite centuries of careful philosophical analysis. The Rawls-
Nozick debate crystallized the fundamental tension between egalitarian redistribution and libertarian individual rights that
continues to organize political theory and political conflict. Expanding the scope of political philosophy beyond the nation-
state to address global justice, environmental obligations, and intergenerational equity has generated new theoretical
challenges that existing frameworks—developed primarily for domestic political contexts—inadequately address. Future
research should examine whether artificial intelligence governance requires new political philosophy concepts for
understanding distributed algorithmic authority, collective Al decision-making, and the democratic accountability of
automated systems.
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