
             An Online Peer Reviewed / Refereed Journal 

                          Volume 2 | Issue 4 | April 2025 

ISSN: 3048-9539 (Online) 

Website: www.theinfinite.in 

 

                                          Page | 16  

Foundations of Justice: A Comparative Analysis of Liberal 

Contractualism, Utilitarianism, Moral Liberalism, and Socialist Thought  

Dr. Ajay Kumar Singh 

Associate Professor 

Department of Law, K.S. Saket P.G. College, Ayodhya 

ARTICLE DETAILS  ABSTRACT 

Research Paper  Justice has been a central theme in political and legal philosophy, with diverse 

traditions offering distinct perspectives on its foundations and application. 

This paper examines four major traditions—Liberal Contractualism, the 

Liberal Utilitarian Tradition, the Liberal Moral Tradition, and the Socialist 

Tradition—to understand their theoretical basis, key proponents, and 

implications for contemporary legal and political systems. By analyzing 

thinkers like John Rawls, Jeremy Bentham, Immanuel Kant, and Karl Marx, 

this study highlights the strengths and limitations of each tradition in shaping 

justice in modern society. 

Keywords : 

Justice, Liberalism, 

Contractualism, 

Utilitarianism, Morality, 

Socialism, Legal Theory 

 

  

1. Introduction 

The word “justice” has a rich etymological history, tracing its roots to Latin, where it originated from the 

term “justitia”, meaning righteousness, fairness, or equity. This, in turn, was derived from “jus”, which 

referred to law or rights. In ancient Rome, justitia was a fundamental concept, deeply embedded in legal 

and moral philosophy, shaping the principles of governance and societal order. The Latin understanding 

of justice was closely linked to legal codes and ethical conduct, reinforcing the idea that justice was both 

a moral virtue and a legal obligation. 

During the 12th century, the term entered Old French as “justice”, maintaining its connection to law and 

fairness. The French judicial system emphasized the role of justice in maintaining order, often associating 

it with authority and the power of the monarchy. As the legal and philosophical frameworks in medieval 

Europe evolved, justice was increasingly tied to divine law and the moral responsibilities of rulers. The 
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medieval period saw justice as a guiding principle for kings, courts, and religious institutions, ensuring 

fairness and righteousness in governance. 

By the 13th century, the term was adopted into Middle English as “justice”, where it retained its meaning 

related to law, morality, and righteousness. The English legal tradition, influenced by Roman and French 

jurisprudence, reinforced the role of justice in courts and governance. Justice became a central theme in 

philosophical debates, particularly in discussions about the rights and duties of individuals and the state’s 

role in maintaining order and fairness. Over time, justice expanded beyond its legal connotations, 

encompassing broader social and ethical dimensions. 

In classical antiquity, thinkers like Plato and Aristotle explored justice as a fundamental virtue necessary 

for the harmony of society. Plato’s Republic presents justice as the proper ordering of individuals within 

a state, where each person fulfills their role in accordance with their abilities. Aristotle, on the other hand, 

distinguished between distributive and corrective justice, emphasizing fairness in social and economic 

matters. These classical ideas laid the foundation for later interpretations of justice in political philosophy 

and ethics. 

As justice evolved through different historical periods, its meaning expanded to include distributive 

justice, retributive justice, and social justice. In the modern era, justice is not only a legal principle but 

also a moral and philosophical ideal, influencing human rights, political theories, and international law. 

Contemporary thinkers such as John Rawls and Amartya Sen have contributed to justice theories that 

emphasize fairness, equality, and individual freedoms. Today, justice remains a cornerstone of legal 

systems and ethical discussions, shaping debates on social equity, human rights, and governance 

worldwide. 

Justice serves as the foundation of legal and political systems, ensuring fairness, rights, and responsibilities 

within societies. Different traditions have provided diverse justifications for justice, each with distinct 

moral, economic, and legal implications. This paper explores four major traditions that have shaped 

modern justice theories: 

1. The Liberal Contractual Tradition – Rooted in social contract theory, emphasizing fairness and 

consent. 

2. The Liberal Utilitarian Tradition – Advocating justice based on maximizing overall happiness. 

3. The Liberal Moral Tradition – Grounded in moral philosophy, particularly Kantian ethics. 

4. The Socialist Tradition – Focusing on economic justice, class struggle, and redistribution. 
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This comparative study aims to understand the foundational principles of these traditions and assess their 

relevance in contemporary legal and political discourse. 

2. The Liberal Contractual Tradition 

2.1 Foundations and Key Thinkers 

Contractualism is a moral and political theory that holds that principles of justice and morality are based 

on a social agreement or contract among individuals. It suggests that moral rules are justified if they are 

the result of an agreement that rational individuals would accept under fair conditions. 

The concept is rooted in social contract theory, which dates back to philosophers like Thomas Hobbes, 

John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Immanuel Kant. However, modern contractualism, particularly 

as developed by philosopher T. M. Scanlon, focuses on the idea that moral principles must be justifiable 

to others in a society where individuals are seen as equal and rational beings. 

Contractualism differs from contractarianism, which is often based on self-interest and mutual advantage, 

whereas contractualism emphasizes fairness, reasonableness, and justifiability to others. It is widely used 

in discussions on ethics, justice, and political legitimacy. 

The contractualist tradition originates from social contract theory, which posits that justice arises from an 

implicit agreement among individuals to form a society. Key philosophers include: 

• Thomas Hobbes – Argued for a strong sovereign to prevent chaos (Leviathan, 1651). 

• John Locke – Advocated natural rights (life, liberty, and property) as the basis of justice (Two 

Treatises of Government, 1689). 

• Jean-Jacques Rousseau – Proposed the “general will” as the foundation of legitimate governance 

(The Social Contract, 1762). 

• John Rawls – Developed a modern version of contractualism, emphasizing fairness through the 

veil of ignorance (A Theory of Justice, 1971). 

2.2 Core Principles 

• Justice is based on mutual consent and social agreements. 

• Rights and liberties are fundamental to a just society. 

• Rawls' difference principle justifies inequalities only if they benefit the least advantaged. 
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2.3 Criticism 

• Overemphasis on rational consent may ignore historical injustices. 

• Critics argue that Rawls' framework is idealistic and difficult to implement practically. 

3. The Liberal Utilitarian Tradition 

3.1 Foundations and Key Thinkers 

Utilitarianism is an ethical theory that holds that the morality of an action is determined by its overall 

consequences, specifically in terms of maximizing happiness or well-being and minimizing suffering. It 

is a form of consequentialism, meaning that the rightness or wrongness of actions depends on their 

outcomes rather than intrinsic qualities or intentions. 

The theory was developed by Jeremy Bentham in the late 18th century and later refined by John Stuart 

Mill in the 19th century. Bentham's utilitarianism is based on the "principle of utility," which states that 

the best action is the one that produces the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people. Mill 

expanded on this by distinguishing between higher and lower pleasures, arguing that intellectual and moral 

pleasures are more valuable than mere physical pleasures. 

Utilitarianism is often divided into two main types: 

1. Act Utilitarianism – Judges each action based on whether it maximizes happiness. 

2. Rule Utilitarianism – Focuses on following rules that generally lead to the greatest overall 

happiness. 

Critics of utilitarianism argue that it can justify harmful actions if they produce overall happiness, ignore 

individual rights, and fail to account for justice and fairness. Despite this, it remains a significant ethical 

framework in moral philosophy, economics, and public policy. 

Utilitarianism, developed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, defines justice based on the principle 

of utility—actions are just if they maximize happiness. 

• Bentham (1789) – Introduced the greatest happiness principle and a quantitative approach to 

justice. 

• Mill (1863) – Refined utilitarianism, incorporating qualitative differences in pleasures. 

3.2 Core Principles 

• Justice is consequentialist, focusing on the greatest good for the greatest number. 
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• Laws and policies should be evaluated based on their overall impact on societal well-being. 

3.3 Criticism 

• Critics argue that utilitarianism can justify sacrificing individual rights for collective benefit. 

• The measurement of happiness is subjective and difficult to quantify. 

• It may fail to address issues of distributive justice. 

4. The Liberal Moral Tradition 

4.1 Foundations and Key Thinkers 

This tradition is largely shaped by Immanuel Kant’s deontological ethics, which asserts that justice must 

be rooted in moral duty rather than consequences. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) was a German philosopher 

and one of the most influential thinkers in Western philosophy, particularly in ethics, metaphysics, 

epistemology, and political theory. He was born in Königsberg, Prussia (now Kaliningrad, Russia), and 

spent his entire life there, teaching and writing extensively on philosophy. 

Kant is best known for his work in moral philosophy, particularly the deontological ethical theory, which 

emphasizes duty and moral rules over consequences. His Categorical Imperative is a central concept in 

his ethics, stating that moral actions must be based on universal principles that all rational beings would 

accept. This contrasts with utilitarianism, which judges morality based on outcomes. 

In epistemology (theory of knowledge), Kant proposed transcendental idealism, arguing that our 

knowledge is shaped by both sensory experience and the innate structures of the mind. His work Critique 

of Pure Reason (1781) revolutionized philosophy by bridging empiricism (knowledge from experience) 

and rationalism (knowledge from reason). 

Kant’s ideas also influenced political philosophy, advocating for individual freedom, human dignity, and 

a universal moral law. His essay "Perpetual Peace" (1795) laid the groundwork for modern ideas about 

international law and organizations like the United Nations. 

Overall, Kant’s philosophy remains foundational in ethics, political theory, and metaphysics, influencing 

thinkers across multiple disciplines. 

Kant (1785) – Advocated the categorical imperative, emphasizing universal moral laws. 

4.2 Core Principles 

• Justice must respect human dignity and moral autonomy. 
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• Actions are just if they are universally applicable. 

• Individuals must never be treated merely as means to an end. 

4.3 Criticism 

• Critics argue that Kantian ethics is too rigid and ignores real-world complexities. 

• Moral absolutism may not always align with pragmatic legal principles. 

5. The Socialist Tradition 

5.1 Foundations and Key Thinkers 

Socialist justice theory challenges the inequalities inherent in capitalist societies, advocating economic 

redistribution and collective welfare. 

• Karl Marx (1867) – Critiqued capitalism’s exploitation of labor and argued for a classless society 

(Das Kapital). 

• Vladimir Lenin (1917) – Advocated for state-led redistribution to achieve economic justice. 

5.2 Core Principles 

• Justice must address economic inequalities and class struggles. 

• Wealth and resources should be distributed based on need rather than market forces. 

• The state should play an active role in ensuring social welfare. 

5.3 Criticism 

• Critics argue that socialist policies may suppress individual freedoms and economic innovation. 

• Historical implementations (e.g., Soviet Union) have often led to authoritarianism rather than true 

justice. 

6. Comparative Analysis 

Justice has been interpreted in multiple ways across different philosophical traditions. The Liberal 

Contractual Tradition is based on fairness and mutual consent, emphasizing individual rights and liberties. 

A key example is John Rawls' veil of ignorance, where individuals design social structures without 

knowing their own future position, ensuring fairness. However, critics argue that this approach can be 

overly idealistic and challenging to implement in real-world governance. The Liberal Utilitarian Tradition 

defines justice as maximizing overall happiness, making it a pragmatic approach focused on collective 

well-being. Governments often use cost-benefit analysis in healthcare policies to determine which 
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decisions will produce the greatest good for the greatest number. However, this approach may justify 

sacrificing minority rights for the benefit of the majority, leading to ethical dilemmas. The Liberal Moral 

Tradition, rooted in universal moral duties, provides ethical consistency and moral clarity. Immanuel 

Kant’s categorical imperative, which argues that moral principles should be universally applicable, is a 

key example. Despite its strengths, this approach can sometimes be too rigid to accommodate complex 

legal and political situations. The Socialist Tradition prioritizes economic equality and social welfare, 

addressing systemic inequalities. Marxist philosophy supports wealth redistribution to ensure fairness, and 

this is reflected in government welfare programs such as universal healthcare and subsidized education. 

However, excessive state control in socialist systems can sometimes limit individual freedoms and 

economic innovation. 

To illustrate these traditions in a simple scenario, imagine a group of people deciding how to share a cake. 

A Liberal Contractualist like Rawls would suggest dividing the cake fairly without knowing their own 

portion beforehand. A Utilitarian like Bentham or Mill would propose cutting the cake in a way that 

maximizes overall happiness, even if some receive larger portions. A Moralist like Kant would insist that 

everyone gets an equal share because it is the morally right thing to do. A Socialist like Marx would 

prioritize giving larger portions to those who are most disadvantaged to reduce inequality. This analogy 

highlights how different justice theories approach fairness in real-life scenarios, showing the strengths and 

limitations of each perspective. 

7. Conclusion 

Each tradition offers a unique lens to understand justice, from the fairness-based approach of 

contractualism to the outcome-driven utilitarian model, the moral duty focus of Kantian ethics, and the 

economic justice emphasis of socialism. While no single theory fully captures justice in all its dimensions, 

a balanced approach integrating fairness, consequences, moral principles, and social welfare may provide 

a more comprehensive framework for modern legal and political systems. 
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