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Contractarianism is a prominent moral philosophy that seeks to ground moral rules in the idea of social
contracts—mutually agreed-upon arrangements that establish the principles governing fair coexistence
within societies. One of the central questions in contractarian ethics concerns how this framework justifies
prohibitions against morally egregious practices such as slavery and torture. These practices have
historically been justified by some as permissible or inevitable, but modern contractarian perspectives
provide compelling arguments against their moral legitimacy. This article explores how contractarians
justify moral rules that condemn slavery and torture, emphasizing key concepts, principles, and reasoning
involved in their approach.

Understanding Contractarianism: Foundations and Principles

Contractarianism is rooted in the notion that moral norms are the outcome of rational agreements among
individuals seeking mutual benefit. Unlike moral theories based on divine command or natural law,
contractarianism relies on the idea that moral rules are justified through hypothetical or actual agreements
that rational agents would endorse under fair conditions.

Key Concepts in Contractarian Ethics

Original Position: A thought experiment where individuals choose principles of justice behind a veil
of ignorance, unaware of their own social status, talents, or preferences.

Veil of Ignorance: A device ensuring impartiality, as decision-makers do not know their own
position, encouraging fair and mutually beneficial rules.

Rational Consent: Moral rules are justified if they are the outcome of rational agents’ agreement or
acceptance under fair conditions.

Mutual Benefit: The principles chosen should promote cooperation and fairness, maximizing benefits
for all parties involved.



How Contractarians Justify Moral Rules Against Slavery

Slavery involves the ownership and control of another human being as property, violating individual
autonomy and dignity. From a contractarian perspective, justifying slavery is problematic because it
undermines the foundational principles of fairness, reciprocity, and mutual benefit that underpin social
contracts.

Reasons Why Contractarians Reject Slavery

Violation of Autonomy and Consent: Slavery denies individuals their capacity for autonomous1.
decision-making. Rational agents, when behind the veil of ignorance, would recognize that they
could be slaves or masters, and would thus reject rules permitting slavery.

Undermining Mutual Benefit: A social contract that allows slavery would be inherently unstable and2.
unjust, as it exploits one party for the benefit of another, violating principles of fairness and
reciprocity.

Incompatibility with the Original Position: From the standpoint of the original position, rational3.
agents would not agree to rules that threaten their own freedom and dignity, making slavery
morally unjustifiable within this framework.

Rejection in the Veil of Ignorance: When individuals are unaware of their future social position,4.
they would prefer safeguards against exploitation and oppression, leading to the rejection of slavery
as a morally permissible institution.

Implications for Moral Rule Formation
- Contractarian reasoning leads to the formulation of moral rules that explicitly prohibit slavery to ensure
fairness, respect for persons, and social stability.
- Such prohibitions are justified because they are the outcome of rational, impartial agreements that protect
individuals’ rights and autonomy.

How Contractarians Justify Moral Rules Against Torture

Torture, involving inflicting severe pain or suffering for purposes such as punishment, interrogation, or
intimidation, is widely condemned in moral philosophy. Contractarians justify the prohibition of torture



through similar reasoning, emphasizing fairness, mutual respect, and the importance of social cooperation.

Contractarian Arguments Against Torture

Violation of Rights and Dignity: Torture fundamentally disrespects the inherent dignity of1.
individuals. Rational agents behind the veil of ignorance would oppose rules permitting torture, as
they could themselves become victims.

Undermining Trust and Cooperation: Allowing torture would erode social trust and cooperation,2.
which are essential for a stable society. Rational agents, valuing mutual benefit, would reject norms
that threaten social cohesion.

Incompatibility with Fairness: Torture is an inherently unfair practice, inflicting harm3.
disproportionately and arbitrarily, violating principles of justice that contractarianism seeks to uphold.

Rejection in the Original Position: When choosing principles without knowledge of their own4.
position, rational agents would favor rules that prohibit torture to prevent potential victimization and
ensure mutual security.

Consequences for Moral Rule Development
- The contractarian approach supports strong moral prohibitions against torture as part of a fair and mutually
beneficial social contract.
- These prohibitions serve to protect individuals’ rights, promote trust, and foster social stability.

Contrast with Other Ethical Theories

While contractarianism grounds moral rules in mutual agreement, other ethical theories approach the
justification of prohibitions against slavery and torture differently:

Deontological Ethics: Emphasize inherent moral duties and rights, arguing that certain acts are
intrinsically wrong regardless of consequences.

Utilitarianism: Focus on maximizing overall happiness, which generally leads to prohibitions against
slavery and torture due to their negative consequences.



Natural Law: Based on moral principles derived from human nature and the natural order, often
condemning practices that violate human dignity.

Contractarianism aligns with deontological perspectives in emphasizing rights and fairness but distinguishes
itself by framing moral laws as the outcomes of rational agreement rather than immutable natural laws.

Critiques and Limitations of Contractarian Justifications

Despite their strengths, contractarian justifications face several critiques:

Historical Exclusion: Critics argue that historically marginalized groups were often excluded from
social contracts, raising questions about the fairness of the agreements.

Hypothetical Nature: The reliance on hypothetical agreements may detach moral rules from actual
social realities or moral intuitions.

Impartiality Challenges: Ensuring true impartiality behind the veil of ignorance can be difficult in
practice, and biases may influence moral reasoning.

However, contemporary contractarians often address these concerns by emphasizing fairness, inclusivity,
and the importance of reflective equilibrium in moral reasoning.

Conclusion: Contractarian Justifications as Foundations for Moral
Progress

In sum, contractarians justify moral rules against slavery and torture by appealing to principles of fairness,
mutual benefit, and respect for individual autonomy. Through the thought experiment of the original
position and veil of ignorance, rational agents would reject practices that violate human dignity and
undermine social cooperation. These justifications demonstrate that prohibitions against slavery and torture
are not arbitrary but are rooted in rational agreements aimed at fostering just, stable, and cooperative
societies.

This perspective underscores the importance of fairness in moral reasoning and provides a compelling
framework for understanding the moral condemnation of egregious practices. As society continues to
evolve, contractarian principles serve as a foundation for developing and reinforcing moral rules that



uphold human rights and dignity, ensuring progress toward more just and equitable social arrangements.

Frequently Asked Questions

How do contractarians justify moral rules that prohibit slavery and
torture?
Contractarians justify these moral rules by arguing that rational agents would agree to laws that protect
individual rights and well-being, recognizing that slavery and torture violate principles of fairness and
mutual benefit essential for a stable social contract.

What role does the idea of mutual advantage play in contractarian
defenses against slavery and torture?
Contractarians believe that prohibiting slavery and torture promotes mutual advantage by creating a society
where individuals can cooperate safely and fairly, thus making such practices incompatible with the
rational self-interest of all parties involved.

How does the concept of hypothetical agreement support the rejection of
inhumane practices like torture?
The concept of hypothetical agreement suggests that rational agents, when imagining a fair bargaining
process, would reject agreeing to tolerate torture because it undermines trust, security, and mutual respect
essential for social cooperation.

In what way does the social contract theory address the inherent rights of
individuals against oppressive practices?
Social contract theory posits that moral rules are justified if they protect the inherent rights of individuals,
such as freedom and bodily integrity, which contractarians argue should be upheld and cannot be justifiably
violated through slavery or torture.

How do contractarians respond to the argument that some societies
historically accepted slavery or torture?
Contractarians contend that moral rules are based on rational consensus and principles of justice, and that
accepted practices in history do not justify their morality; instead, they highlight the importance of critical
reflection and reform based on rational agreement.



What is the significance of fairness and reciprocity in contractarian
justification of moral prohibitions against slavery and torture?
Fairness and reciprocity are central because contractarians argue that moral rules must be acceptable to
rational agents as fair agreements, and practices like slavery and torture violate these principles by
exploiting or harming others unjustly.

How does the idea of the 'original position' influence contractarian views
on moral rules against slavery and torture?
The 'original position' is a hypothetical scenario where individuals choose principles without knowing their
own social status; contractarians argue that in this position, rational agents would reject practices like
slavery and torture to ensure fairness and justice for all.

Can contractarians justify exceptions to moral rules against slavery and
torture in any circumstances?
Generally, contractarians argue that moral rules prohibiting slavery and torture are fundamental and not
subject to exceptions, as rational agents would not agree to tolerate such practices even under extreme
circumstances, to preserve justice and social trust.

What is the overall contractualist argument against practices such as
slavery and torture?
The overall contractualist argument is that rational agents, when establishing moral rules through mutual
agreement, would reject practices like slavery and torture because they undermine fairness, respect, and
the stability necessary for a just society.

Additional Resources
How Do Contractarians Justify Moral Rules Against Such Things As Slavery And Torture?

Contractarianism, a prominent ethical theory rooted in social contract ideas, seeks to explain the foundation
of moral rules and principles based on hypothetical agreements among rational agents. When it comes to
morally egregious practices like slavery and torture, contractarians provide a distinctive perspective on
why such practices are unjustifiable within a coherent moral framework. This piece explores the core
justifications offered by contractarian theories, examining the underlying principles, objections, and
implications for moral rules banning slavery and torture.

---



Understanding Contractarianism: The Foundations

Contractarianism is grounded in the idea that moral rules derive their legitimacy from agreements—either
actual or hypothetical—between rational agents seeking to maximize their well-being and security within
a social context. Its key features include:

- Rational Self-Interest: Moral rules are justified if they are the product of rational agents pursuing their
interests.
- Mutual Advantage: The rules adopted are those that would be agreed upon by individuals under fair and
impartial conditions.
- Hypothetical Contracts: Often, contractarians use thought experiments—like the "original position" of John
Rawls—to determine principles that would be chosen under conditions of fairness.

In essence, contractarianism seeks to establish morality as a system of mutually advantageous agreements
that rational agents would endorse when faced with the uncertainties of social cooperation.

---

Core Principles of Contractarian Justification

To understand how contractarians justify moral rules against practices like slavery and torture, it is essential
to analyze the key principles that underpin their reasoning:

1. The Veil of Ignorance and Fairness

- Rawls' original position involves agents choosing principles of justice behind a "veil of ignorance" that
strips them of knowledge about their own social status, talents, or preferences.
- Under this veil, rational agents would prioritize rules that safeguard their interests regardless of their
position, leading to principles that promote fairness and equality.
- Such principles inherently oppose slavery and torture because these practices threaten the security and
dignity of individuals, even from the perspective of the most vulnerable.

2. The Rational Incentives to Avoid Harm

- Contractarian ethics emphasizes creating a social contract that minimizes risks and harms for all parties.
- Practices like slavery and torture introduce significant risks of social instability, revenge, and breakdown
of trust, which rational agents would seek to avoid.



- The inclusion of prohibitions against such practices in the social contract thus aligns with rational self-
interest.

3. The Principle of Respect for Persons

- While not always explicitly stated, many contractarians argue that rational agents recognize the
importance of respecting others' autonomy and dignity.
- Practices like slavery and torture violate these principles, making them incompatible with the rational
agreements that form the basis of social cooperation.

4. Mutual Benefit and Social Stability

- Morally justified rules, according to contractarianism, are those that promote social stability and mutual
benefit.
- Enshrining prohibitions against slavery and torture helps maintain social order, trust, and
cooperation—benefits that rational agents would seek in their agreements.

---

Contractarian Justifications Against Slavery

Slavery, historically and ethically, is one of the most egregious violations of human rights. Contractarians
justify its abolition through several interconnected arguments:

1. Violation of the Principle of Equal Respect

- The social contract, as envisioned by contractarians like Rawls, presupposes the equal worth and dignity
of persons.
- Enforcing slavery treats individuals as property rather than persons, undermining the very basis of moral
agreement.
- Rational agents would reject any contract that dehumanizes or reduces others to mere commodities, as
such contracts threaten the stability and fairness of social cooperation.



2. Undermining Mutual Trust and Social Cooperation

- Slavery erodes trust between individuals and within society, leading to social instability.
- Rational agents, seeking a stable and predictable social environment, would oppose slavery because it
fosters fear, resentment, and potential rebellion.
- A society that condones slavery would be less attractive under hypothetical fair agreements, thus
justifying its rejection.

3. The Self-Interest of Rational Agents

- Rational agents recognize that their own freedom and well-being depend on the protection of individual
rights.
- Slavery risks their own autonomy, as a society that endorses slavery is more prone to conflict and moral
instability.
- Therefore, contractarians would endorse moral rules that prohibit slavery to safeguard their own long-
term interests.

4. The Incompatibility with Fairness and Justice

- Fairness requires that no individual is forced into subservience or exploitation without consent.
- Contractarian principles advocate for rules that could be universally accepted under fair conditions, which
would exclude slavery as an unjust and unacceptable violation of autonomy.

---

Contractarian Justifications Against Torture

Torture is another practice vehemently opposed by contractarians. The justification rests on several moral
and practical considerations:

1. Violation of Autonomy and Dignity

- Torture fundamentally disregards the rational agent’s capacity for autonomous decision-making and
respect.
- From a contractarian perspective, agreements are based on mutual respect, which torture blatantly
violates.



- Rational agents would reject any social contract that permits or condones torture because it destroys trust
and the possibility of fair cooperation.

2. Threat to Social Stability and Trust

- Torture introduces fear and unpredictability into social relations.
- Rational agents, seeking a stable society, would oppose torture as it fosters insecurity and undermines the
social fabric necessary for cooperation.
- The potential for abuse and escalation makes torture incompatible with the principles of a just society.

3. Self-Interest and Rational Incentives

- Allowing torture could backfire, leading to reciprocal violence or the erosion of moral norms.
- Rational agents recognize that permitting torture diminishes overall security and the mutual benefits of
social cooperation.
- Consequently, prohibitions against torture are justified to maintain social order and protect individual
interests.

4. Universalizability and Moral Consistency

- Contractarianism often employs the universalizability test: would rational agents accept rules permitting
torture?
- Most would find that permitting torture cannot be universalized without undermining the very
foundations of morality and social trust.
- Thus, moral rules against torture are consistent with the logic of contractarian ethics.

---

Addressing Objections and Limitations

While contractarianism offers compelling justifications against slavery and torture, it faces certain
challenges:

- Potential for Justifying Certain Harmful Practices: Some critics argue that contractarian frameworks
might justify practices if they are part of a mutually beneficial agreement under certain conditions. For
example, historical practices like slavery or torture could have been justified under skewed social contracts.



- Reliance on Hypothetical Consent: The idea that moral rules are justified through hypothetical
agreements may overlook actual histories of coercion and injustice, raising questions about the legitimacy of
such contracts.
- Cultural Relativism and Moral Diversity: Different societies may have divergent views on practices like
slavery and torture, making universal contractarian prohibitions complex to establish.

Despite these objections, most contractarians emphasize that the principles underlying their
justifications—respect, fairness, mutual benefit—are rooted in rationality and can serve as robust standards
for moral judgment.

---

Implications for Modern Moral and Legal Frameworks

The contractarian approach has significant implications for contemporary morality and law:

- Human Rights Foundations: Contractarian principles underpin many international human rights norms,
emphasizing the inherent dignity and autonomy of individuals.
- Legal Prohibitions: Laws against slavery and torture often reflect moral rules justified through social
contract reasoning, emphasizing fairness, mutual respect, and social stability.
- Policy and Justice: Contractarian ethics support policies aimed at eradicating practices that threaten social
cooperation and individual rights.

---

Conclusion: The Strength of Contractarian Justification

Contractarianism offers a compelling rationale for rejecting practices like slavery and torture by
emphasizing the importance of mutual consent, fairness, respect for persons, and social stability. These
principles are not arbitrary; they are rooted in the rational interests of agents seeking a secure, just, and
cooperative society. By framing morality as the outcome of rational agreements, contractarians can justify
robust moral rules that prohibit the most egregious violations of human dignity and autonomy, thus
providing a powerful ethical foundation against slavery and torture.

---

This detailed exploration illustrates how contractarian theories, through their emphasis on rational
agreement and mutual benefit, serve as a formidable moral foundation for condemning practices that
fundamentally undermine human rights and social trust.
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