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The Political Philosophy of the Social Contract and Its Modern
Significance: A Comparative Analysis of the Theories of Hobbes,

Locke, and Rousseau
Tai Wu. Han
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ABSTRACT
This paper aims to clarify the fundamental concepts of social contract theory and, within

a historical and philosophical framework, provide a comparative and synthetic analysis of the
theories of three representative thinkers: Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau. Since the seventeenth century, the social contract has served as a crucial
foundation of political philosophy, seeking to answer core questions such as the legitimacy of
political authority, the origin of the state, and the way individual liberty can be secured within
a political community. The study first traces the intellectual roots of social contract theory,
highlighting its origins in the natural law tradition and the rise of modern rationalism, shaped
by the context of religious wars and emerging capitalist society. It then explicates the
principal arguments of each thinker: Hobbes, starting from the fear and conflict of the state of
nature, advocates the establishment of absolute sovereignty through a social contract to ensure
security and order; Locke, focusing on natural rights, argues that government is founded on
the trust of the people, whose powers must be limited to protect life, liberty, and property;
Rousseau advances the concept of the general will, contending that the social contract should
achieve collective self-rule, whereby individuals attain true freedom only by obeying laws
they themselves have prescribed. Finally, the paper points out that although the three thinkers
differ significantly in their assumptions about the state of nature, the purpose of the contract,
and the nature of political authority, they share a common effort to provide a rational basis for
the legitimacy of the state. Their theories have had a profound impact on the development of
modern democracy, human rights, and public governance. Through comparative and
integrative analysis, this study not only reveals the internal tensions of the social contract but
also reflects on its theoretical implications for addressing contemporary challenges such as
globalization, social inequality, and democratic deficits in pluralistic societies.

Keywords: The Social Contract, The State of Nature, Natural Rights, General Will
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