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Dr. James S. Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 4,  

Social Contract Ethics 

Resources from NotebookLM 

1) Abstract, 2) Audio podcast, 3) Briefing Document, 4) Study Guide, and 5) FAQs 

 

1. Abstract of Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 4, Social 

Contract Ethics, Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

 

 Dr. James S. Spiegel's lecture on Christian Ethics, Session 4, explains social contract 

theory, which posits that moral obligations and political rights stem from agreements 

made among individuals to create a harmonious society. The lecture explores the 

perspectives of key social contract theorists like Thomas Hobbes, who advocated for 

absolute sovereignty to escape a "state of nature"; John Locke, who championed 

natural rights and the consent of the governed, including the right to revolution; and 

John Rawls, who introduced the "veil of ignorance" thought experiment to determine 

just societal principles like equal liberty and the difference principle. While 

acknowledging the theory's historical and practical significance, the lecture also critically 

examines its reliance on thought experiments and its potential limitations in establishing 

fundamental moral truths. Ultimately, the session provides an overview of social 

contract theory's core ideas, key figures, and both its strengths and weaknesses as an 

ethical framework. 

2.  20 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 4 –  Double click icon to 

play in Windows media player or go to the 

Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link 

there (Theology → Apologetics → Christian Ethics).  
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3. Briefing Document: Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 4, 

Social Contract Ethics 

 

Briefing Document: The Social Contract Theory 

Overview: This briefing document summarizes Dr. James S. Spiegel's lecture on the 

Social Contract Theory within the context of Christian Ethics. The lecture outlines the 

core tenets of social contract theory, examines the perspectives of key historical figures 

(Hobbes, Locke, and Rawls), discusses the strengths and weaknesses of the theory, and 

ultimately raises questions about its adequacy in defining fundamental moral duties and 

rights. 

Main Themes and Important Ideas: 

1. Definition and Purpose of Social Contract Theory: 

• Social contract theory aims to establish fundamental rules to guide individuals 

and society, grounding moral obligations and political rights in agreed-upon 

principles. 

• The underlying idea is that a societal agreement on basic rules will lead to a more 

peaceful, harmonious, productive, happy, and satisfied society. 

• It is called "social contract theory" because it posits a formal agreement among 

citizens to achieve these goals. 

• Social contract theory is presented as a potential solution to some problems 

associated with act utilitarianism, such as the problem of application, rights, and 

justice. 

2. Key Proponents and Their Views: 

• Thomas Hobbes (Leviathan): 

• Begins with the concept of a "state of nature" where no governing laws exist, 

leading to a "condition of war" driven by competition for limited resources and 

the roughly equal capacity for harm among individuals. 

• In this state of nature, "life is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." 

• To escape this, individuals agree to transfer their particular rights to an absolute 

political sovereign (e.g., a monarch) in exchange for protection and the 

preservation of freedom. 
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• This transfer is made through a "social contract or covenant." 

• Hobbes does not believe in the right to revolution; his focus is on maintaining 

order through absolute sovereignty. 

• Quote: "Hobbes famously says, life is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." 

• John Locke (Two Treatises on Civil Government): 

• Also begins with a state of nature and the concepts of natural rights and laws, 

aligning initially with Hobbes. 

• Identifies natural rights as "life, liberty, and property" (later modified to "life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" in the U.S. Declaration of Independence). 

• Agrees on the need for a social contract to preserve freedom, curb human nature, 

and secure property rights. 

• Key Departure from Hobbes: Rejects absolute political sovereignty and advocates 

for the "consent of the governed." 

• Believes people rule themselves through elected representatives. 

• Introduces the concept of "tacit consent," where individuals who reside in and 

benefit from a society are considered to have consented to its social contract, 

even without explicit signing. 

• Quote: "Locke says by tacit consent that the fact that I've stayed in this country, 

and I've benefited from all of its laws, and all of the provisions that government 

gives us, I've accepted all that. The fact that I have flourished because of this 

system shows that I have shown my consent." 

• Asserts the "right of revolt or the right of revolution" if the government 

significantly violates the rights of the people and fails to uphold its end of the 

social contract. This was highly influential on the American Revolution. 

• John Rawls (A Theory of Justice): 

• The most important social contract theorist of the 20th century. 

• Proposes a thought experiment called the "veil of ignorance" to arrive at just 

principles. This involves imagining individuals choosing societal principles without 

knowing their own particular circumstances (race, gender, abilities, etc.). 
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• Quote: "The question is, what principles would you select as the foundational 

guiding principles in society? If you were in a condition where you were unaware, 

say temporarily unaware, a kind of temporary amnesia regarding the particulars 

of your life... What principles would you choose?" 

• Argues that behind the veil of ignorance, individuals would choose two main 

principles of justice: 

• Principle of Equal Liberty: Each person has an equal right to the most extensive 

basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others. 

• Difference Principle: Social and economic inequalities should be arranged to be 

(1) reasonably expected to be to everyone's advantage and (2) attached to 

positions and offices open to all. This principle aims to justify inequalities if they 

ultimately benefit everyone, including those in lower socioeconomic positions. 

3. Strengths of Social Contract Theory: 

• Provides seemingly simple and plausible answers to questions about how to live 

in a civil society. 

• Offers moral rules that can even appeal to skeptics and relativists. 

• Encompasses everyone living under a particular social contract. 

• Capitalizes on the insight from the Prisoner's Dilemma, highlighting the rationality 

of sacrificing some self-interest for the greater good and ultimately one's own 

benefit. 

4. Problems and Criticisms of Social Contract Theory: 

• Based on potentially unreliable thought experiments (state of nature, veil of 

ignorance). Individual intuitions about these scenarios may vary. 

• Rights and duties can appear artificial, as a contrived way of arriving at moral 

rules, potentially being more political mandates than foundational morality. 

• Quote: "It makes rights and duties artificial. This is a kind of contrived way of 

arriving at moral rules. And are they really moral rules so much as political 

mandates that don't really get to the foundational level of morality?" 

• Universal agreement on principles does not guarantee the justice of those 

principles. Even if everyone behind a veil of ignorance chose certain principles 
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(like Rawls's), that doesn't automatically make them just. This is identified as a 

potential "fatal flaw" in Rawls's theory. 

• Quote: "Just because these are principles that people would tend to agree upon, 

it doesn't follow that the principles themselves are most just. So there's a leap 

there. It's kind of non-sequitur." 

5. Conclusion: 

• Social contract theory is historically significant, influential, and practically useful 

from a political standpoint, particularly in crafting constitutions. 

• However, it may not be sufficient for capturing our deepest moral duties, 

universal moral rights, and obligations. 

• Further exploration of other ethical theories is necessary to provide a more 

adequate account of fundamental morality. 

This briefing document provides a concise overview of the key concepts and arguments 

presented in Dr. Spiegel's lecture on the Social Contract Theory. It highlights the core 

ideas of prominent theorists, the perceived strengths of the theory, and significant 

criticisms regarding its philosophical foundations and adequacy for defining fundamental 

moral principles. 
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4.  Study Guide: Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 4, Social 

Contract Ethics 

The Social Contract Theory: A Study Guide 

Quiz 

1. What is the fundamental idea behind social contract theory, and what is its aim 

regarding moral obligations and political rights? 

2. According to Thomas Hobbes, what is the "state of nature," and why does he 

believe life in such a state would be "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short"? 

3. What is Hobbes' proposed solution to escape the state of nature, and what do 

individuals gain and lose in this arrangement? 

4. How does John Locke's view of natural rights differ from Hobbes', and what are 

Locke's key ideas regarding the role of government? 

5. Explain Locke's concept of "consent of the governed" and "tacit consent," and 

why these are important to his social contract theory. 

6. According to Locke, under what conditions do the people have a right to revolt 

against their government? 

7. What is John Rawls' "veil of ignorance" thought experiment, and what is its 

purpose in determining principles of justice? 

8. Describe Rawls' two main principles of justice: the principle of equal liberty and 

the difference principle. 

9. What are some of the strengths of social contract theory as a framework for 

societal organization and moral guidance? 

10. What are some of the key criticisms or weaknesses of social contract theory, 

particularly regarding its reliance on thought experiments and its grounding of 

morality? 

Quiz Answer Key 

1. Social contract theory posits that moral obligations and political rights are 

grounded in fundamental rules that are chosen by society members through a 

form of agreement. Its aim is to establish these rules to guide individuals and 
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society as a whole, leading to a more peaceful, harmonious, productive, and 

satisfied society. 

2. Hobbes describes the "state of nature" as a condition where human beings are 

not governed by any laws or ruling authority, and individuals simply take what 

they need from nature. He believes this would be a "condition of war" because 

limited resources and individuals' desires would inevitably lead to conflict and 

constant fear. 

3. Hobbes proposes that individuals collectively transfer their individual rights to a 

sovereign entity (typically a monarch) in exchange for the sovereign's promise of 

protection and the preservation of their remaining freedoms. Individuals lose 

absolute freedom but gain security and escape the constant fear of the state of 

nature. 

4. Locke identifies natural rights as life, liberty, and property (which influenced the 

"pursuit of happiness"). Unlike Hobbes' advocacy for absolute sovereignty, Locke 

emphasizes the consent of the governed and the idea that the government's role 

is to protect these natural rights. 

5. "Consent of the governed" means that the legitimacy of the government's power 

comes from the people it governs, often expressed through elected 

representatives. "Tacit consent" suggests that individuals who reside in and 

benefit from a society's laws implicitly agree to abide by the social contract, even 

without explicitly signing it. 

6. According to Locke, the people have a right to revolt when the government 

significantly departs from its duty to enforce laws justly and serve the people, 

thus violating the social contract and returning society to a state akin to nature 

where individuals must protect their own rights. 

7. Rawls' "veil of ignorance" is a thought experiment where individuals 

hypothetically choose principles of justice for society without knowing their own 

particular characteristics (race, gender, talents, etc.). The purpose is to ensure 

that the chosen principles are fair and just, as individuals would want a system 

that benefits everyone since they could end up in any position. 

8. The principle of equal liberty states that each person should have an equal right 

to the most extensive basic liberties compatible with similar liberties for others. 

The difference principle allows for social and economic inequalities only if they 
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are reasonably expected to be to everyone's advantage and attached to positions 

and offices open to all. 

9. Strengths of social contract theory include providing moral rules for various 

perspectives, encompassing all members of a society under those rules, and 

highlighting the idea (as in the Prisoner's Dilemma) that sacrificing some self-

interest can lead to better overall outcomes for individuals and society. 

10. Criticisms of social contract theory include its reliance on potentially unreliable 

thought experiments like the state of nature and the veil of ignorance. It can also 

be argued that the rights and duties derived are artificial political mandates 

rather than deeply grounded moral principles, and universal agreement on 

principles does not necessarily guarantee their justice. 

Essay Format Questions 

1. Compare and contrast the state of nature as described by Thomas Hobbes and 

John Locke. How do their different conceptions of this hypothetical condition lead 

to their distinct theories of social contract and government? 

2. Analyze the concept of "consent of the governed" in John Locke's social contract 

theory. What are its implications for the legitimacy of government and the rights 

of the people, and how does the idea of "tacit consent" function within this 

framework? 

3. Evaluate John Rawls' "veil of ignorance" thought experiment as a method for 

determining just principles for society. What are its potential strengths and 

weaknesses in achieving impartiality and fairness? 

4. Discuss the strengths and limitations of social contract theory as a basis for ethics 

and political organization. In what ways does it offer valuable insights, and where 

does it fall short in addressing fundamental moral duties and rights? 

5. Consider the historical influence of social contract theory on the development of 

modern democratic states, particularly focusing on the ideas of Hobbes, Locke, 

and their impact on foundational documents and political thought. 
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Glossary of Key Terms 

• Social Contract Theory: A philosophical concept that posits that moral and 

political obligations are derived from a hypothetical agreement among individuals 

to form a society and establish rules for governance. 

• State of Nature: A hypothetical condition in which there is no government or 

organized society, used by social contract theorists to explore the basis for 

political authority and social order. 

• Natural Rights: Rights that are believed to be inherent and inalienable, not 

granted by governments. Locke identified these as life, liberty, and property. 

• Law of Nature: A moral principle believed to be discoverable through reason, 

guiding behavior in the state of nature and informing the principles of justice in a 

social contract. 

• Sovereign: The ultimate authority or ruling power in a state. Hobbes advocated 

for an absolute sovereign, while Locke favored a limited government. 

• Consent of the Governed: The principle that the legitimacy of a government 

depends on the consent or agreement of the people it governs. 

• Tacit Consent: Unexpressed agreement or acceptance, inferred from an 

individual's actions or inactions, such as residing in and benefiting from a society's 

laws. 

• Right of Revolution: The belief that the people have a right to overthrow a 

government that fails to uphold its end of the social contract and violates their 

fundamental rights. 

• Veil of Ignorance: A thought experiment proposed by Rawls where individuals 

choose principles of justice without knowing their own social status, talents, or 

personal characteristics. 

• Principle of Equal Liberty: Rawls' first principle of justice, stating that each person 

has an equal right to the most extensive basic liberties compatible with similar 

liberties for others. 

• Difference Principle: Rawls' second principle of justice, stating that social and 

economic inequalities should be arranged so that they are reasonably expected to 

be to everyone's advantage and attached to positions and offices open to all. 
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• Rule Utilitarianism: A form of utilitarianism that emphasizes following rules that, 

if generally adopted, would maximize overall happiness or well-being. Social 

contract theory is presented as aiming to follow this idea. 

• Prisoner's Dilemma: A scenario in game theory illustrating that individuals acting 

in their own self-interest may choose a course of action that leads to a less 

optimal outcome for all involved, highlighting the need for cooperation. 
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5. FAQs on Spiegel, Christian Ethics, Session 4, Social Contract 

Ethics, Biblicalelearning.org (BeL) 
 

Frequently Asked Questions: The Social Contract Theory 

1. What is the core idea behind social contract theory? Social contract theory posits 

that moral obligations and political rights are grounded in a foundational agreement (a 

"social contract") among the individuals within a society. The central idea is that by 

collectively agreeing on certain basic rules, society can achieve peace, harmony, 

productivity, and the satisfaction of its members. This agreement dictates the rules that 

guide individual behavior and the structure of the governing authority. 

2. According to Hobbes, what is the "state of nature" and why does it lead to the 

necessity of a social contract? Hobbes describes the "state of nature" as a hypothetical 

condition where human beings exist without any governing laws or authorities. In such a 

state, individuals are driven by their desires and the need for self-preservation. Due to 

limited resources and the potential for conflicting desires, this state inevitably devolves 

into a "condition of war" of all against all, where life is "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and 

short." To escape this perilous existence and the constant fear, individuals rationally 

choose to enter into a social contract, surrendering some of their individual rights to a 

sovereign power in exchange for protection and security. 

3. How does Locke's view of the social contract differ from that of Hobbes, particularly 

regarding the rights of the governed? While Locke agrees with Hobbes on the concept 

of a state of nature and the need for a social contract to secure basic rights, he 

fundamentally differs in his view of sovereignty. Unlike Hobbes, who advocates for 

absolute political sovereignty, Locke champions the idea of "consent of the governed." 

He believes individuals retain certain natural rights (life, liberty, and property) and that 

the government's legitimacy derives from the consent of the people it governs. 

Consequently, Locke also argues for the "right of revolution," asserting that if the 

government fails to uphold its end of the social contract by infringing upon the people's 

rights, the people have the right to rebel and establish a new government. 
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4. What is Rawls' "veil of ignorance" thought experiment and what purpose does it 

serve in his theory of justice? Rawls introduces the "veil of ignorance" as a thought 

experiment to determine the most just principles for governing society. He proposes that 

individuals should imagine themselves in a hypothetical situation where they are 

unaware of their own particular characteristics, such as their race, gender, social status, 

talents, and beliefs. Behind this veil of ignorance, individuals would rationally choose 

principles of justice that would be fair to everyone, as they would not know which 

position they would occupy in the resulting society. This experiment aims to eliminate 

bias and self-interest in the selection of fundamental principles of justice. 

5. What are Rawls' two main principles of justice that he believes would be chosen 

behind the veil of ignorance? Rawls argues that behind the veil of ignorance, individuals 

would agree upon two primary principles of justice. The first is the principle of equal 

liberty, which states that each person should have an equal right to the most extensive 

basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others. The second is the difference 

principle, which addresses social and economic inequalities. According to this principle, 

inequalities are permissible only if they are reasonably expected to be to everyone's 

advantage and attached to positions and offices open to all under conditions of fair 

equality of opportunity. 

6. What are some of the perceived strengths of social contract theory as a framework 

for ethics and political order? Social contract theory offers several notable strengths. It 

provides a seemingly rational basis for moral rules and political obligations, even for 

those who might be skeptical of traditional moral or religious justifications. It is inclusive, 

as the agreed-upon rules apply to all members of society living under the contract. 

Furthermore, it aligns with the insight from game theory, such as the Prisoner's 

Dilemma, which suggests that individuals sacrificing some self-interest for the common 

good can ultimately lead to better outcomes for everyone. It also offers a framework for 

understanding and potentially justifying the authority of the state and the rights and 

duties of citizens. 
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7. What are some of the major criticisms or limitations raised against social contract 

theory? Despite its influence, social contract theory faces several criticisms. One concern 

is the reliance on hypothetical scenarios like the state of nature and the veil of 

ignorance, which may not accurately reflect reality or lead to universally agreed-upon 

principles. Critics also argue that rights and duties derived from a social contract might 

be considered artificial constructs rather than fundamental moral truths. Additionally, 

the fact that a society agrees on certain principles does not necessarily guarantee that 

those principles are just. Finally, some argue that social contract theory, while useful for 

establishing political order, may not be sufficient for capturing the full scope of our 

deepest moral duties and universal rights. 

8. How has social contract theory influenced modern political thought and 

governance, particularly in the context of the United States? Social contract theory, 

particularly the ideas of Locke, has profoundly shaped modern political thought and the 

development of democratic governance. Locke's concepts of natural rights, consent of 

the governed, and the right of revolution were directly influential on the American 

Declaration of Independence and the principles underlying the U.S. Constitution. The 

notion that government legitimacy rests on the agreement of the people and that 

citizens have recourse if the government becomes oppressive are core tenets derived 

from social contract theory that continue to influence political discourse and the 

structure of governments in many parts of the world. 


