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Critically examine Hobbes’ theory of contract.


Hobbes’ contribution to political philosophy


1. A brief introduction to Hobbes’ philosophical project

Despite a wide range of interests, Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679)[footnoteRef:1] is known for his political thought, a theory mainly developed through his masterpiece the Leviathan (1651). Thus, Hobbes can be considered tout court a political philosopher whose work provided an important contribution to notions such as social contract and sovereignty as well as he had a strong influence on the political thinking from his time onwards. Moreover, Hobbes’ philosophy breaks away from a social and political conception of the human being established a long time earlier by the Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle. According to this tradition, the human beings are social animals oriented by the principles of a metaphysical world. The British philosopher rejects the foundations of this conception, like the notion of the good or the social nature of individuals. Before Hobbes, the Italian philosopher Niccolò Machiavelli[footnoteRef:2] already suggested that politics should serve the purpose of satisfying some basic and natural needs, rather than organize the society around metaphysical principles. Close to this proposal, Hobbes’ idea of human nature considers human beings as not naturally social nor political, but as separate individuals who live in a potentially dangerous state of nature. Such a condition can be governed by a form of self-conscious and mutual constructed social agreement. Therefore, for Hobbes politics should focus on the preservation of life and peace, avoiding those threats present in the state of nature. Thus, the philosopher aims to articulate a systematic project in order to guide the political practice in building a peaceful society.  [1:  Duncan Stewart, ‘Thomas Hobbes’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2017 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/hobbes/>. ]  [2:  Cary Nederman, ‘Niccolò Machiavelli’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2014/entries/machiavelli/>.] 





2. The state of nature humankind lays on 

By ‘state of nature’,[footnoteRef:3] Hobbes is referring to what he thinks to be the natural condition of all human beings before they come to belong to any social or political order, ‘the state of nature is an idealization, a model […] to identify features of human nature and the human condition that are universal, that in no way depend upon political authority relations’.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Sharon A. Lloyd and Susanne Sreedhar, ‘Hobbes's Moral and Political Philosophy’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/hobbes-moral/>. ]  [4:  Andrew Levine, ‘Hobbes’, in Engaging Political Philosophy: from Hobbes to Rawls (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), p. 3.] 

Adopting a materialistic perspective, Hobbes considers that men live according to the laws of physics and their behaviour is strongly ruled by passions and desires. Because of these human appetites, individuals seek for ‘the good’ as whatsoever is the object that can fulfil their desire. Considering these aspects, the philosopher draws the conclusion that all human beings are equal. From this state of natural equality, it follows that each individual has the natural right to claim and provide for himself the things he finds necessary. Besides that, Hobbes asserts that men are equal also in terms of mental and physical abilities, hence each one has the same hopes and chances of another to get the things he needs. Furthermore, the philosopher observes that in the state of nature there is a scarcity of the goods, ‘and therefore if any two men desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they become enemies; and in the way to their End, endeavour to destroy, or subdue one another’.[footnoteRef:5] This is further reinforced by another aspect, which is what Levine calls ‘geographical proximity’, for which men are forced to interact in the same space. So, such a natural state pushes men to gain the power and the means to achieve whatever is considered good for them. It follows that some individuals try to dominate others and seek for glory through the acknowledgement of their status. These elements lead human beings to compete in order to obtain the things they want and no one can be completely safe from the possible violent attack of the other equal. When an individual is preserving himself and providing for himself the things he wants, the same effort made by someone else might result in a threat for the first one: ‘atomic individuals are nothing but threats to other atomic individuals. Everyone therefore has an interest in killing everyone else’.[footnoteRef:6] In this way, the condition of equality implies that all men can compete and come to fight with each other, and because of that there is a general status of distrust and diffidence. Thus, Hobbes identifies in competition, diffidence and desire of glory three elements that feature the state of nature of human beings. [5:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan or the Matter, Forme and Power of a Common-wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill, <https://socialsciences.mcmaster.ca/econ/ugcm/3ll3/hobbes/Leviathan.pdf>,  p. 76.]  [6:   Andrew Levine, ‘Hobbes’, in Engaging Political Philosophy: from Hobbes to Rawls, p. 7.] 

Thereby, the state of nature is a state of war of all against all, where human beings fear for their lives and feel threatened,

In such condition, there is no place for industry; […] no culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building […] and which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan or the Matter, Forme and Power of a Common-wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill, p. 78.] 


Therefore, the state of nature is a state of war in which self-interested men compete individually against each other, before any kind of alliance could even be possible. So, it is a state that precedes any form of morality, rule or social bond, where nothing holds men back from opposing and fighting each other. Nevertheless, as Hobbes notices, there are two requirements all human beings seek above everything: survival and security. It derives that each individual has an interest in overcoming this unhappy situation.

3. The function of the social contract 

Once the state of nature all humankind belongs to is acknowledged, it becomes necessary to take an action to overcome it, otherwise men would be in the state of war we have already mentioned. Hobbes suggests that the first step is to make the proper arrangements to set and preserve peace, as a fundamental requirement to not feel threatened or in danger. ‘It is in each individual’s interest to end the state of nature by instituting a regime in which individuals’ behaviours are coordinated; in which rulelessness is replaced by order’.[footnoteRef:8] Such arrangement can be achieved by giving up the natural right each individual has in order to obtain and preserve the primary goods he seeks for. This works as long as it is carried out by all men, as a collective action, since someone might be ready to lose his natural rights and freedom only if even the others do the same. Moreover, if we recall the condition of equality among men, we can also say that no one is powerful enough to transform the natural condition of mankind. However, the aim of these atomic individuals is to establish a sufficient power which can maintain a state of peace over everyone.  [8:  Andrew Levine, ‘Hobbes’, in Engaging Political Philosophy: from Hobbes to Rawls, p. 8.] 

According to Hobbes, the social contract represents a collective agreement through which each individual gives up his natural right on behalf of a greater and overwhelming power. The social contract turns the state of nature into a more sustainable condition, by ruling the way human beings can preserve themselves and acquire the things they need. The social contract is presented in what Hobbes calls the ‘laws of nature’, what allow to surpass the state of nature. With the expression laws of nature, Hobbes does not refer to the idea of a natural law which guides the human action. On the contrary, the laws of nature are established by men since they do not exist in the state of nature at all. The philosopher states that, despite human beings are led by their appetites, they also act rationally. Thus, the laws of nature are not even moral laws, but rather they are rules to guide the application of reason in order to maximize the chance to survive and preserve life. 

4. The Leviathan 

The last concern about Hobbes’ philosophical enquiry is about how the social contract could be guaranteed. It appears clear that a guarantee is required to make sure that each individual involved in the social contract respects its terms. The protection of a strong and stable authority is needed to maintain security and social order. Without such a power, the humankind would be in an inevitable state of war. Hence, as we can infer, notions like justice and injustice, right or wrong and so on do not exist in the state of nature, but they come to be set by a sovereign power in order to maintain the social contract. As Hobbes observes, the human beings need a ‘visible power to keep them in awe’,[footnoteRef:9] to avoid violence. The philosopher calls this necessary power the Leviathan, the force which is essential to transform the desire for a social contract into a proper commonwealth. As already said, the sovereign power is constituted by the renouncing each individual does of his natural right and somehow of his strength on behalf of the Leviathan, which therefore comes to have sufficient power and means to keep men in a state of obedience and peace. Thus, the sovereign has full authority over all the public issues, establishing for example what is right and what is not, how to punish the transgressing of the rules and so on. Hobbes also points out that the relation between the sovereign and the people is not a contract. It can be better described by saying that individuals must understand and acknowledge the sovereign’s will as their own one. In these terms, there is a kind of unity between sovereign and men wills.  [9:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan or the Matter, Forme and Power of a Common-wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill, p. 103.] 





5. Critical aspects of Hobbes’ social contract theory 

	Some critical objections to Hobbes’ political philosophy are raised by the works of John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who proposed different perspectives of the state of nature, the social contract and the role of the sovereign/state. 
One of the main points Locke disagrees with concerns the state of nature. He affirms that in this state human beings are not in a condition of hostility ruled by personal interests. On the contrary, individuals are subjected to the rational laws of nature, so they are already living in a social condition. According to Locke, men have the natural rights, such as liberty, life and property.[footnoteRef:10] It follows that even in a state of nature, characterized by the absence of a governance, a satisfactory life would be possible: a state of war would not be the only immediate possible scenario. As we can see, Locke thinks that the state of nature is governed by a law of nature which rules each individual who belongs to it. As a consequence of that, any person can punish who transgresses the law of nature, for example by offending someone else’s liberty, life or property. In contrast, Hobbes thinks that such a thing as the law of nature could not exist in a state of nature, being a product of rational reflection. It follows that for Locke in the state of nature there is already the authority of a moral law based on the preservation of the natural rights. Besides that, Locke also criticizes Hobbes’ assumption that there would be a scarcity of the goods in the state of nature, while he affirms that there is a condition of abundance of resources.[footnoteRef:11] This statement is even more in opposition to Hobbes’ view, because if Locke’s assertion were true, men would not have to compete constantly. Therefore, even this point brings Locke to refuse the negative idea of a state of nature as a situation of war and struggle.      [10:  John Locke, ‘Concerning the True Original Extent and End of Civil Government’, in Two Treatises of Government, <http://www.yorku.ca/comninel/courses/3025pdf/Locke.pdf>, pp. 106-107.]  [11:  ibid.] 

Even Rousseau supports a conception of the state of nature different from Hobbes’ one. According to the French philosopher, the natural man is essentially amoral, however he has two principles prior to reason: an interest in his own preservation and a sense of repugnance in seeing any other living being in a state of pain or death.[footnoteRef:12] The relation between these two aspects introduces a notion of sociability from which all the rules of natural right derive. This is a concept which is not present in Hobbes’ conception of humankind which also leads to an idea of a man less self-interested, more oriented beyond himself and potentially happy, thanks to his compassionate nature. According to Rousseau, the natural man has the capacity for moral and social improvement. From this it follows another difference with Hobbes which is about the role of the state. In fact, Rousseau thinks that the role of political structures should be established in order to ensure that the freedom each man is born with is preserved. In contrast with Hobbes, this can be achieved not by surrendering to a stronger authority, but through what he calls a general will, meaning that the people themselves are sovereign and they form an association directed by a single will. For Hobbes then, the sovereign is the authorized representative of the people, while for Rousseau ‘the sovereign and the people are one’.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Andrew Levine, ‘Rousseau’, in Engaging Political Philosophy: from Hobbes to Rawls (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), p. 63.]  [13:  ibid., p. 71.] 

To conclude this work, I would like to express a last personal observation about Hobbes’ theory. More specifically, I would like to focus the attention on the assumptions Hobbes makes about the state of nature, a model, as Levine says, which plays a fundamental role for all the consequences that derive from it. As we could see, this was the same aspect criticised by Locke and Rousseau, who suggested alternative perspectives. Hobbes assumes a state of nature made by atomic individuals as bondless entities, since in this state the social dimension does not exist at all. Still referring to a state of nature, I think we could infer that such atomic individuals only exist as a product of at least an elementary social relation which precedes them and allowed them to exist, grow and survive. For instance, these three conditions have been guaranteed by the caregivers who looked after them. Then, this would imply that even in the state of nature the human beings already experience a social dimension. If this statement is true, it might be reasonable to think that even the consequences we can derive from that could be different from Hobbes’ ones. For example, we may come across to Locke’s idea that, after all, the state of nature does not have to be a state of war of all against all, because there is already a form of social bond. 
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