Social Contract: Reality or a Dream?

Social Contract Theory is arguably one of the most popular (if not the most popular) ethical theories that is as old as philosophy itself! One can recall Socrates and other ancient Greek philosophers using the Social Contract approach in order to justify their vision of what societal norms and rules should be based on. Ever since, it has often been branded as a universal solution to ethical conflicts, disputes and dilemmas. Kant, Rousseau and Hobbs have all referred to Social Contracts serving as a basis for societal consolidation and reaching consensus even in the most controversial situations, where the parties involved initially appeared to be in absolute disagreement with one another. However, while the Social Contract Theory is the ‘’love-child’’ of many prominent philosophers, and is often claimed to be the ultimate solution to ‘’problems of the world’’, it nevertheless often fails to bring all of the parties involved in a dispute or an argument a mutually satisfying outcome.  The purpose of this paper is to discuss practicality of the Social Contract Theory as an applicable ethical theory as well as to attempt to establish why this seemingly appealing approach to resolution of all kinds of disagreements (social, political, economic, personal etc.) seldom succeeds in the ‘’real world’’.

Many of the Ethical theories and models have been branded as unworkable in the real world. Given human imperfection and lack of consistent moral standards across the universe, the theories (e.g. Kantianism, Utalitarianism etc.) have been recognized as effective (at least in some cases) for understanding human behaviour, motivation and thoughts but far less useful whenever it would come to resolving disputes or arguments. Application of the mainstream ethical theories has rarely been a consensual matter. At this point in time, we (as a society) tend to agree on how to define the respective ethical theories, but not on how these theories should be interpreted and applied. 

Refuting ethical theories often appears to be a significantly easier task than applying those theories in real-life settings. For instance, 2 most commonly used (along with the Social Contract Theory) ethical theories are: Kantianism and Utalitarianism…and both theories are constantly under fire due to the lack of clear and agreeable application standards. Kantianism is emotionally appealing to many as it is based on 3 wonderfully hopeful assumptions:
· Good will to do the right thing
· The desire to do the right thing
· If we do what we feel is the right thing to do – our actions are morally justifiable

The assumptions above are indeed extremely appealing but it is highly doubtful that decisions made under the influence of emotions at a particular point in time are likely to be accepted by others affected by the decision simply because of the apparent good intentions. Surely not so many social groups and individuals will show sympathy and support to convicted criminals purely because these criminals are going to insist on ‘’purity of thoughts’’. 

Likewise, Utilitarianism is based on noble but rather surrealistic concepts. Proponents of the Utalitarian approach to ethics believe that one’s actions could be approved or denounced on the basis of ‘’goodness’’ of the respective actions. In other words, the actions are good if benefits from these actions outweigh the resulting drawbacks and detriments. From a practical perspective, it appears to be a reasonable approach to handling ethical issues. Unfortunately, it works only when the benefits are symmetrical to the drawbacks… and such cases are few and far between. Measuring one person’s happiness level against another person’s level of unhappiness is hardly a reasonable way of determining the right thing to do. Philosophers and Ethicists can argue about validity of such matches (e.g. trying to establish whether achieving a state of ‘’deep and never-ending happiness for 20 people are worthy of sacrificing comfortable living conditions for 60 people)…but in a real-life environment, abandoning people’s interests simply because they are either the ‘’minority’’ or the ‘’least affected majority’’ should not be happening.

Given the transparent ‘’failure’’ of the ethical theories discussed above. The paradigm of the ethicists’ focus has been shifting towards greater use of the Social Contract approach. It is tempting to argue that Social Contracts can finally solve ‘’problems of the world’’ while proving that the Ethical theories can be used in practical settings to solve real-life disputes and disagreements and to achieve harmony. Our lives are full of the so-called Social Contracts. Accepting a job offer, building a lasting friendship, community activities – all require a Social Contract between the parties involved. Different people and organisations somehow manage to find common grounds for agreeing to an arrangement that is suitable for all of them. In a nutshell, our daily routines can be portrayed as a collection of Social Contracts that we diligently implement. Given, the inevitability of such contracts, shall we agree with Rousseau, Hobbs and other proponents of Social Contracts as ultimate solutions for all of our conflicts and disagreements? Should we believe that once a Social Contract is achieved the problems that the contract is addressing seize to exist?

Unfortunately, there appears to be plenty of evidence that just like other Ethical Theories, the Social Contract Theory is consistently applicable to real-life situations as a mediation pattern…on paper only!  There is a wide range of reasons why ‘theory and practice’’ differ. First of all, it is wrong to portray achievement of a Social Contract as an end of disagreements as it could very well be just the beginning. When examining the peace accords between Israel and Palestine, one can hardly fail to notice that over the years, there have been many agreements (aka Social Contracts) reached between the 2 parties. Every time a new agreement has been signed, a new hope has been born. However, despite all of these ‘’Social Contracts’’ many of the problems of the region remain unresolved and the degree of willingness of both sides to compromise keeps varying. Therefore, just because some kind of Social Contract is reached at the cost of all of the sides compromising on their ideal scenarios, there is never an assurance that the contract will last, since the very fact of the contract’s existence does not ensure happiness and satisfaction!

Even away from political, religious and other fiery issues, the Social Contract approach still does not guarantee sustainability of the outcome achieved. If we refuse to think that marriages are ‘’made in heaven’’ and accept the view that they are Social Contracts between 2 people (or even between their families/communities), then the inevitable question is: Why the divorce rate is constantly on the way up worldwide? Does it confirm unreliability of the Social Contracts at Micro-level as well as at the Macro one? And what about (and this occurs even more often than divorces) people choosing to quit their jobs shortly after the jobs are commenced? Haven’t they accepted the contracts in the first place? If yes, why would they fail to ‘’honour’’ the contracts and stay with the company?

Along with unsustainability of many of the Social Contracts (as discussed above), another serious challenge to acceptance of the Social Contract Theory as an ultimate panacea for overcoming difficulties of co-existence in our turbulent society is lack of evidence that real-life Social Contracts are certain to lead to high levels of happiness and satisfaction. Essentiality of such contracts cannot be disputed as they are instrumental for surviving professional and social environments but happiness and satisfaction from such contracts that ethicists have always been in search for is often missing. For example, in an ideal scenario – we are satisfied with our jobs both in terms of duties we have to perform and salaries we earn but are such scenarios representative of the Social Contracts? Enjoyable activities and comfortable setting are easy to accept with or without such contracts but how about less ‘’rewarding’’ jobs? If we really desperate for work, we may agree to do a difficult uninspiring job where we are going to perform unsatisfying duties and get paid well below what we believe is fair pay for such kind of work. So, if we accept such a job as a result of negotiations with the employer and realization that this may very well be the only job available to us – is it still a Social Contract? According to the Social Contract Theory - Yes, it is! 

Difficulty in reaching a Social Contract of any kind is yet another dimension that undermines the aura of applicability of the Social Contract Theory. In many cases, arguments or disagreements involve more than 2 parties. In some cases, there could be a countless number of parties to be considered and reaching a Social Contract that is going to be satisfactory for all of the parties would be unrealistic as the respective parties would struggle to find a common ground for agreement.  The Social Contract Theory implies that Social Contracts can always be reached through thoughtful negation and consideration for other parties’ needs and feelings…but how to consider a wide range of different needs and feelings all at once and agree to a workable solution? Would it be possible, we would be living in a world nowhere as turbulent, violent and cruel as ours!

[bookmark: _GoBack]To sum up, The Social Contract Theory and the  Social Contracts that it can lead to a rarely successful in resolving conflicting situations and enabling all of the stakeholders to overcome  ethical and ideological differences to the point of achieving complete satisfaction and making business and professional relationships long-term. True, that under some circumstances they could be instrumental for co-existence or even survival but as far as elimination of differences or dissatisfactions is concerned, just like with all of the other ethical theories: the theories evolve and develop…but the real-life issues and disagreements remain! 







