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Critically examine Hobbes’ theory of contract
Hobbes theory of contract is the first modern analysis of social contract theory. In this analysis of the contract theory consideration will first be given to a brief overview of Hobbes Theory. The theory will then be considered according to the extent to which this is successful in its own terms and in relation to other theories of social contract, particularly that of Locke. This analysis will suggest that Hobbes theory is flawed, as it fails to establish the basis of consideration that is central to the concept of contracts. Further, Hobbes theory has no clear mechanism whereby a society may emerge from the form of ‘state of nature’ defined in the Leviathan. The conception of human nature in the natural condition is bleak in Hobbes theory, presenting a conception of humanity as innately selfish and driven by fear and desires. This essay will contest this view of human nature as the base state from which we emerged.    

Hobbes argued that humans are fundamentally self interested, and that the mechanisms of social authority have therefore arisen as a consequence of avoiding the consequences of this self interest. To Hobbes, man in the state of nature is driven by two motives comprising of his fears and desires. As each person’s self interest would manifest itself as a ruthless conflict for resources and dominance with all others, it becomes logical for each to subsume a measure of personal freedom to a centralised authoritarian figure to minimise this outcome. The figure is in the form of a sovereign which emerges with sufficient strength to form an authority over the commonwealth This authority acts to prevent what Hobbes termed a ‘state of nature’ in which mans innate propensity to act according to his fears and desires leads to war.[footnoteRef:1] This war is the struggle of each individual to prosper when resources are finite. In a state of war Hobbes argues that no industry or production is possible[footnoteRef:2], nor is acquisition of societies knowledge or development of technology. [1:  ]  [2:  Ibid p.85] 

This state of war is asserted by Hobbes to include not simply open conflict but also a state of continuous preparedness for conflict, the strains of which are oppressive.   According to Hobbes, mans drives will result in this state of constant struggle in the absence of an overarching arbiter for conflict. Further he argues that in the state of nature, the constant nature of individual struggle act to prevent cooperative effort of any form thus eliminating human progress in all productive fields.[footnoteRef:3]. Hobbes argues humanity is sufficiently rational to adopt an authority in preference to the undesirable and brutal natural state. Such an authority will be sufficiently strong to impose order and present a requirement for individuals to directly assert themselves over others.  Political states which clearly exist under authority nevertheless engage in war; Hobbes however argues that such war, despite its horrors, remains preferable to the state of nature[footnoteRef:4] as the cost to each is lesser than the consequences of the natural state. [3:  Ibid p.84]  [4:  Ibid p.85] 

	Hobbes asserts the status of peace is superior to that of war, but fails to adequately define peace beyond an absence of war, including the broad definition of such above. Indeed peace is defined circularly, not merely as an absence, but as something one must strive for insofar as this does not excessively interfere with what Hobbes termed the ‘first law of nature’. That is to say man should desire peace as an objective in itself, whilst being simply the absence of conflict[footnoteRef:5]. The social contract in this argument is essentially a sacrifice of the ‘first law of nature’; that ‘naturally every man has a right to everything’ to the negative drive of war avoidance.  [5:  Ibid p.87] 

	Hobbes contention of the state of nature fails also to properly consider the rational nature of man. Locke’s consideration of contract theory however maintains that in the state of nature, humanity is capable of cooperative behaviour according to reason[footnoteRef:6]. Locke’s argument is that natural liberty derives from consent to authority of the ‘commonwealth’, without which it is essentially slavery. By commonwealth Locke means the government by common consent. Hobbes is significantly more authoritarian than this, and his central model is that of the monarchy, or absolutist ruler. This model is rejected by Locke as this reduces rights of appeal, which are severely diminished in an absolutist state. The assertion of executive power over the populace without consent, as is perhaps inevitable in an absolute state, is to Locke a form of war in itself against the populace[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  ch ii p.19]  [7:  ch xiii p.119] 


Hobbes does not present any direct arguments for the premise that, shorn of authority, mankind’s first and overriding instinct is self preservation at the expense of his fellows. The closest he comes to this, is an argument for the effect of scarcity of resources provoking interpersonal conflict. The reasons for his supposition are unclear from Leviathan, but may represent contemporary theological positions on original sin. This lack is significant as it affects the entire basis of the social contract according to Hobbes. The social contract is defined thereby as a structure to remove the fear of the ‘state of nature’ this seems a poor motivating factor for the surrender of liberties especially to an absolutist authority. This fear of the state of nature, in order to have effect on the individual, must necessarily confer benefits to such. How effective is Hobbes in establishing these benefits in his contract theory? 
Hobbes appears to consider the function of a state arising from the social contract is the preservation of the rights and liberties of each against his fellows. The states function is therefore primarily one of security, both of individuals and of the state. Hobbes however appears to conceive of security as a non consensual issue rather than contractual. The inference from his consideration of the ‘sovereigns office’, is that the population in general lack comprehension of the objectives of laws and thus must be directed to strict allegiance to the sovereign[footnoteRef:8]. Security therefore is ultimately both derived from and directed towards the authority. Personal security appears to be contingent on this allegiance. As this security is so contingent, it is questionable to what extent the individual can be expected to maintain such allegiance. [8:  ch.20 p.222] 

Hobbes then conceived the social contract in terms of a coercive top down imposition of justice with a loss conceded of rights existing in the ‘state of nature’. How complete must such a surrender be? According to Rousseau’s arguments the social contract is instead more broadly consensual. This derives from the ‘general will’ This general will arises from the essentially rational nature of mankind, such that if people are at liberty, and they are sufficiently informed, this will cannot be wrong..[footnoteRef:9] This places limits on the Sovereign’s ability to oppress subjects which do not appear to adequately exist in Hobbes theory. This difference is rooted in the different conceptions of human nature held by Hobbes and Rousseau. Rousseau’s conception of human nature is almost an inversion of Hobbes insofar as Rousseau considered society to be corrupting.   [9:  p.14] 

Another problem raised by Hobbes social contract theory is the question of consent to the contract. Hobbes appears to consider the acceptance of the social contract as enforced by its very nature. Once the situation is in existence the ruling authority must be granted absolute allegiance, irrespective if right or wrong, as the laws and social morals are derived from a singular source. This implies that the citizen has no rights or obligations in existence except through the authority. The authority is the source and control of legal structure, Hobbes argues some are too ignorant to comprehend the rationale of the contract, and thus the allegiance must be taught instead by the various social institutions. This theory does then not explain why people would participate in such a contract willingly, rather than by coercion
Locke in contrast viewed the acceptance of the social contract in terms of a more reciprocal arrangement. This is closer to the legal understanding of contractual arrangements, where engagement requires some measure of consideration from both ends in terms of payment or service. Locke argued that the social contracts primary aim is the preservation of property,[footnoteRef:10] consequently the acceptance of material benefits from the state provides tacit acceptance of the social contract[footnoteRef:11]. Such an acceptance is absent in the sense of contractual consideration from Hobbes theory. Locke perceived the social contract as implying, conferring, and preserving natural rights such as some degree of liberty, such natural rights are absent from Hobbes analysis due to his conception of human nature. All rights to Hobbes are derived directly from the authority.  [10:  p107]  [11:  p.90] 

The main limitations of Hobbes contract theory are a consequence of his perspective on human nature. As his theory of social contract is derived from the need to escape a brutal existence of’ war of all against all ‘[footnoteRef:12] The production of an Sovereign state would appear inevitable to Hobbes , as mans fundamentally selfish nature requires constraint. This is not adequately demonstrated. Hobbes brutish conception of humanity, essentially selfish, and irredeemable only by accepting authority, seems unlikely given the broad success of democracies. Furthermore, to accept Hobbes social contract in his terms is to suffer a diminution of natural rights from the natural state. In the state of nature Hobbes insists on the rights of all to obtain all they can within their capacity by all means. This naturally is absent in societies,  [12:  p.xviii] 

 Given the assumption of Hobbes that mans nature is rooted in self gratification and preservation, Hobbes argument for the social contract is well structured as a restraint mechanism, it is less successful in determining how a Sovereign may arise from the natural position. The argument presented by Hobbes is of emergent strong individuals.[footnoteRef:13] This would seem improbable in his own lights as the natural state means no individual has overweening advantages. It is difficult to assess how the fledgling emergent Sovereign may demonstrate the advantages of the social contract whilst constructing the state, since at any given point prior to its establishment he or she simply represents a greater target, [13:  p.114] 

A further weakness then of Hobbes contract theory is the failure to explain the process by which the Sovereign, and thus any level of society in Hobbes view, can arise from the natural state, given the model of human psychology ascribed by Hobbes.[footnoteRef:14]  Neither does Hobbes theory produce an explanation of how any level of cooperation emerged from the putative natural state. That it must have emerged at some point is unquestionable due to its advantages. Hampton applies game theory analysis to argue that in small group situations cooperation may be sought as the prisoners dilemma suggests this would be advantageous, The prisoners dilemma is a situation where two or more individual may choose to cooperate for a small but shared reward, or default for a gain for the one party and a complete loss for another. Cooperation is the best strategy in the long term and so may be expected to arise. Hampton[footnoteRef:15]argues however that the individuals in the state of nature may not be perfectly rational and thus cooperation may not arise. This is an interesting argument, and goes some way towards reconciling modern evolutionary anthropology emphasis on the early development of human group cooperation. Hampton’s arguments for the small scale development of cooperation are however contested by a number of political philosophers who argue that the problem of the social contracts emergence from a Hobbes natural state is insoluble.[footnoteRef:16] The failure of Hobbes to delineate a mechanism for the emergence of authority from his conception of the state of nature is suggestive, the emergence of society from a base condition where mankind is to some level essentially ration and cooperative, seems more probable than Hobbes argument. [14:  p.197]  [15:  p.86]  [16:  ] 

In the final analysis Hobbes fails to establish a valid mechanism whereby the .social contract itself could have emerged from his ‘state of nature’. Hobbes description of mankind in a pre-social state is that of an amoral beast unable to cooperate with his fellows for fear of his neighbours. This condition could not realistically have existed at any point in human history as we are social beings. Hobbes consideration of the social contract fails also to meet the definition of a contract, as there is no mechanism described whereby acceptance of the contract may be established. The contract is almost exclusively defined by the requirement of allegiance to the Sovereign. The social contract does not involve recompenses to the subjects for the loss of the natural rights Hobbes described, beyond the removal from the disadvantages of the natural state. Finally,  game theory analysis on the application of the prisoners dilemma indicates that cooperative behaviour is probable in pre-social mankind.
.
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