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s the world continued to grapple with
the fallout from the “first wave” of COVID-19,
the UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
warned in July that we are at “breaking
point” and called for a new model for global
governance to tackle the huge inequalities
exacerbated by the coronavirus outbreak. He
likened the pandemic to an X-ray that has
revealed the fragile skeleton of the societies
we have built. The future of the virus was still
unknown, but experts predicted, with a sense
of foreboding, that the situation was likely
to deteriorate. Now, after the respite of the
summer months, the inexorable rise in cases
indicates to an impending “second wave”. The
compounding health, social and economic
crises will have ripple effects far into the
foreseeable future.
Guterres also argued throughout his speech
that now was the time to build a new
generation of social protection and create a
“New Social Contract for a New Era”. While
talk of a new social contract within the
human rights discourse is to be expected, it
is now also garnering support from a variety
of intellectual, medical and development
quarters.

‘‘

...each reincarnation
of the social contract
concept has been
the product of the
political zeitgeist of
the prospective era
and a reflection of the
philosophical values of
that age.
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What is to be made of this call-to-arms for
something that has been a largely abstract,
nebulous concept in political thought over
the centuries? How, through the praxis of
social protection, can the idea of the social
contract be reimagined? And what could this
mean in the time of COVID-19 and beyond?

THE SOCIAL CONTRACT: A
MALLEABLE CONCEPT AND
PRODUCT OF THE POLITICAL
ZEITGEIST
The social contract is a malleable concept
that has its origins in Greek philosophy and
the works of Plato. Throughout the ages,
heavyweights such as Thomas Hobbes, John
Locke and Montesquieu tacitly hinted at the
idea and it was later conceptualised and
defined by Jean-Jacques Rosseau, who coined
the term. Subsequently, each reincarnation
of the social contract concept has been
the product of the political zeitgeist of
the prospective era and a reflection of the
philosophical values of that age. At its heart
it is an attempt to define the theoretical and
literal relationship between the state and the
citizen and the expectations and obligations
of each in this symbiotic – if unequal –
political marriage. In democracies, a healthy
and functioning social contract would consist
of citizens paying their taxes, abiding by the
laws, and participating politically, in exchange
for a society administered by the rule of law, a
healthy democracy and good quality, inclusive
public services.
In the recent past, during the welfare state
boom from 1945 to the 1980s, the social
contract was synonymous with a mutual
partnership between the state and citizens
that expanded inclusive, more universal social
protection systems and public services like
never before. Following World War II,
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redistribution of wealth through progressive
taxation as well as the expansion of welfare
provision and attempts at full employment
were legitimised throughout Europe and
beyond. However, the onset of the economic
crisis in the 1970s and creaking of the
Keynesian economic model-based social
contract saw the rise of its nemesis and
eventual successor: neoliberalism. The
terms of the social contract were torn up
and redrawn by the “rolling back of the
state”, leading to a potent mix of a reduced
welfare state, monetarism, privatisation, and
deindustrialisation from the 1980s onwards.

Some of the greatest societal
advances of the last century
have indeed been born out of
economic crisis, social trauma,
and war.
The success of neoliberalism has varied in
high-income countries but has been more
enthusiastically embraced by Anglo-Saxon
countries and economies. As the state
retracted into its newer, non-interventionist
role in these countries, universal social
protection slowly gave way to poor relief and
means-tested schemes. The responsibility
to care for oneself – which has always been
shared by the individual/family and the state
– shifted back towards the individual and
entitlements increasingly became handouts
to be rationed. This ethos – packaged as a
set of progressive reforms – spread across
the globe as the standard social protection
model of the Washington Consensus and has
comprised a core component of the advice
shared by the World Bank and International
Monetary Fund to low- and middle-income
countries.1
The fallout from the financial crisis in 2008
led to a further sustained, ideological
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redefinition of the “terms and conditions”
of the social contract. Talk of an “age of
austerity” was used to justify the further
gradual reduction of public expenditure.2 This
had haphazard impacts on social protection
systems all around the world, leaving many
more hollowed out and exposing tens of
millions of people to lifecycle vulnerabilities
and shocks. The onset of the COVID-19
pandemic, as Guterres suggested, has only
revealed just how fragile societies had
become and how quickly social protection
and healthcare systems can be laid bare and
threatened.
Early on during the pandemic, remarks such
as “the virus does not discriminate” and “we
are all vulnerable” began to circulate. While
this messaging initially appeared sincere,
it has since proven to be pithy and untrue.
The virus has undoubtedly affected the
poor disproportionately and it has certainly
impacted some demographics more than
others. Poorer countries and those whose
governments have mounted greater assaults
over the last ten (but in reality, forty) years
on their healthcare and social protection
schemes have fared much worse in terms of
the numbers of confirmed cases and deaths
caused by the virus.
If the zeitgeist of the age defines political
decision-making and can frame the use and
meaning of the social contract, what can
history teach us about the impacts of our
choices now, in the time of COVID-19?
Some of the greatest societal advances
of the last century have indeed been born
out of economic crisis, social trauma, and
war. In Finland, as a result of the civil war
in 1918, the unifying government oversaw
the introduction of pensions and sickness
benefits, universal education and school
meals for all children all as a means to heal
the country. The children of former “enemies”
sat side-by-side eating the same food and
receiving the same education. Following the
Second World War, the Finns introduced

Hickey, 2011.

Paul Pierson, in his World Politics article “The New Politics of the Welfare State” (1996), argued that continual welfare retrenchment had been the “politics of social
policy” from the 1980s onwards.
2
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universal child benefits with similar
intentions, and they currently remain at the
core of their social security system. In the face
of the Great Depression in the 1930s, Franklin
Roosevelt, often cited as one of the USA’s
greatest Presidents, introduced the New Deal
– a huge, centralised state-funded investment
programme – as a means of stimulating
growth and reversing the spiralling, crippling
impacts of mass unemployment.
After the Second World War – one of the
most devasting conflicts in human history
that destroyed much of Europe – the USAfunded Marshall Plan initiated investment
across Europe that resulted in massive
advances in prosperity and laid the societal
foundations for the golden age of social
protection in the region. This not only
improved intergenerational living standards
for decades, but also helped build a common
cause while sustaining peace in a continent
that had been ravaged by war for centuries
(a point that is understated and overlooked
today). In South Africa, after Apartheid ended,
pensions (that had previously been given on
a preferential basis to the white population)
were reformed and expanded on an equal
basis to all ethnic groups as a means of
enhancing social cohesion and cultivating
peace.3 This marked the beginning of a
transition where millions of citizens

‘‘

The speed and impact
of the COVID-19 crisis
have, however, caused
quite a sea change
amongst many of the
pro-poverty targeting
advocates...
Hickey,
Hickey, 2011.
2011.
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eventually became invested in the social
contract from which they had previously been
excluded.
These examples provide evidence to suggest
that positive and pragmatic political choices
that prioritise expansion, social inclusion
and investment over austerity, exclusion and
retrenchment can lead to widespread and
long-lasting social advances. Most social
protection systems across low- and middleincome countries are targeted at the poorest
members of society (and often come with
conditions and sanctions) as a result of the
1980s ideological neoliberal triumph both at
the supranational and national levels. This
has directly impacted the social contract, and
generating distrust of, and even bitterness
towards, governments and the type of social
protection on offer. The speed and impact of
the COVID-19 crisis have, however, caused
quite a sea change amongst many of the propoverty targeting advocates, including even
some members of the World Bank.

COVID-19 AND THE NEED FOR
A SOCIAL PROTECTION NEW
NORMAL
With the world in flux still, what has been
taken for granted as “normal” is up for grabs.
Now is the ideal time for a reassessment of
how we live: the (much uttered) ominous “new
normal” can in fact include many new, positive
ideas around a better work-life balance and
new ways of working, the design of cities, job
creation, public spending and the expansion
and restructuring of social protection and
social security systems. With the global
economy in its worst state since World War
II alongside the uncertainty of the unfolding
second and third “waves” in many parts of
the world, it is exactly in this moment, as
Gutteres suggested, that governments need
to lean into the unfolding crisis, and beyond,
to produce a new modus operandi; a renewal
of the social contract that places at its heart
a new normal defined by inclusive, universal
social protection.
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So, what might a social protection new
normal look like? Which policy options are
available for citizens and governments
seeking to bind themselves in a new, post–
COVID-19 social contract? The toolkit of
options includes an inclusive lifecycle social
protection system – as illustrated by Figure
1 – that comprises of a rights-based approach
to universal child, maternity, persons with
disability and old age benefits alongside
unemployment and sickness benefits that
are based on care rather than punishment. It
could also mean the introduction of universal
basic income and/or the introduction of a
living wage and investment in the creation of
new jobs within the public services and care
sectors and in green, sustainable technology.
For systems – and the schemes within them
– to be truly universal and gain widespread
support, they need to be well-funded. This
will require a robust, transparent progressive
taxation system from which taxpayers both
reap and see the rewards, with an end to the

hidden welfare state4 of favourable support
(social protection of a different kind) for big
business and the wealthy.
Measures such as these will create “buy in”
from the electorate, regain citizens’ trust in
the system and rebuild and strengthen the
social contract.

So, what might a social
protection new normal look
like? Which policy options
are available for citizens and
governments seeking to bind
themselves in a new, post–
COVID-19 social contract?

FIGURE 1: ILLUSTRATION OF AN INCLUSIVE LIFECYCLE SOCIAL PROTECTION
SYSTEM
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4

A term coined by Christopher Howard in his book “The Hidden Welfare State: Tax Expenditure and Social Policy in the United States” (1997) in which he discusses the
subsidies and support many of the wealthy benefit from – through homeownership, childcare, health insurance, tax expenditures, pensions – and business – through tax
cuts and loopholes – that is often omitted from the discussion of social policy and public spending.
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Moving forward, this would create a
“virtuous cycle” (as illustrated in Figure 2)
of greater adherence to the payment of tax
and higher government revenues, leading
to reinvestment in better public services
and inclusive social protection systems.
This generates and strengthens trust in
government and therefore a stronger belief in
the social contract.
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government will be unable to generate the
trust needed to deliver quality public services
and inclusive social protection systems to the
standard that citizens need and deserve.

More than ever before, the rationale for
embracing a “New Social Contract for a New
Era” has never been greater: the successive
waves of COVID-19 (and associated
unpredictable impacts of new mutations
In any relationship, trust takes time to
and variants of the disease); the onset of
earn but can be lost very quickly. Trust in
the automation of work; the continuing
government is a precious resource indeed. In
impacts of climate change; and the global
a paper on trust and the social contract, Kidd
commitment to the Sustainable Development
et al. develop this point and argue that, just as Goals by 2030. Any of these reasons should
poor relief systems undermine trust, universal
be justification enough but combined they
social security systems allow governments
cannot and must not be ignored. As Shahra
to make more effective investments and
Razavi, Director of Social Protection at the
very visibly demonstrate care for everyone in
International Labour Organization, posited
society across the lifecycle. They argue that
recently: “has anyone counted the cost of not
the most important policy issue facing lowinvesting in [universal, comprehensive social
and middle-income countries is to strengthen
protection] systems? It’s high time we did”.
the social contract. Within a context of
Now, in the time of COVID-19, is the moment
socioeconomic inequalities, which are
for a true, collective paradigm shift in social
currently being exacerbated by the COVID-19
protection. We must draw inspiration from
crisis, without a strong social contract
bold, progressive political decision-making
of the not-so-distant past to navigate our
way through this crisis and beyond. If done
now and done well, it could have positive,
FIGURE 2: THE “VIRTUOUS CYCLE” OF
intergenerational impacts that reshape
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Source: Kidd et al., 2020
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Our Social Policy Specialist David Hillson takes a look at the recent historical role of the social
contract in social protection within the context of COVID-19. He argues that the social contract
has been central to huge socio-economic advances and is a product and reflection of each
political zeitgeist. He concludes that now is the moment to create an inclusive, universal social
protection new normal to help reshape societies during the time of the pandemic and beyond.

