Do state of nature arguments provide a compelling justification for the existence of the state? 2000 words

In this essay I will be looking at whether the existence of the state can be justified through the use of state of nature arguments. To do this I will first define what is meant by the state as well as what the basics of state of nature arguments rest on. From there I will explore some problems with state of nature arguments in general, and then move into some more specific examples, mainly Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, and of course problems with the theories individually will also be explored.
So, to begin we will be looking at what is meant by ‘the state’. The state “is a group of people who claim the right to enforce obedience to their commands within a territory and succeed in getting most of the people in the territory to accept it” (Pecorino, 2000). So, for example, the British government is made up of people who make and enforce the laws for Britain and have the compliance or acceptance of the majority of the population within the country. The majority of countries currently are under the control of a state, and most have been for centuries. States have varied in size over the course of history, city states being common in ancient Greece and Rome for example, with larger states like India, the U.S.A and Spain becoming the majority in more modern times. Now that we’ve established what is meant by the state, we’ll move onto a general overview of what state of nature arguments are. State of nature refers to human existence before societies and organised authorities. The arguments are focused on justifying why states should exist and have the power that they do. This is done by using thought experiments to suppose what things were like before societies formed, when we lived in a state of nature, how the nature of humans make states a necessity.
There are several problems with state of nature arguments in general, I’d like us to look at some of those before moving onto the specific examples of the arguments.
First is an issue of relevancy. States have existed and overseen most lands for a large portion of human history, as was previously expressed, and this extensive history of ruling states creates a question of why it’s relevant to justify its existence so long after it became an established and normal part of human life. A response to this is that a state that is justified should be one that is a good and stable system as there’s a sound reasoning behind its existence. There’s little point or necessity for revolting against something that has a logical and beneficial reason to be there. No one protests the walls holding up the ceiling, just the same as few would protest against a state that could be soundly justified.
A second problem generally with state of nature arguments is the set-up used to propose the arguments. The set-up is done by supposing what life was like before society and authorities, when everyone lived in a state of nature. This is an issue because that’s not how history happened, there wasn’t a time where everyone was living individually, caring only for themselves, and then suddenly someone created a state that everyone in the area had to fall in line with. People have always lived in some form of community, from hunter-gatherer tribes to the societies that we know today, states slowly evolving overtime, not just getting suddenly implemented one day. This poses a problem for most state of nature arguments as it proves one of the foundational premises to be false. A sound argument shouldn’t have any false lemmas. Many of the main theories were created before we understood how society came about which is how they developed this problem. However, I don’t think this problem is too much of an issue if you consider the set-up to be a thought experiment rather than a recount of history. It’s common to use thought experiments in philosophy, and using the set-up as such doesn’t change the argument or the conclusion but does escape this line of criticism.
Now that we’ve covered a few of the general issues with state of nature arguments we can move onto more specific theories, starting with Hobbes. First, I’ll explain his theory, then we’ll look at some problems with the argument. 
Hobbes’ argument for the state of nature holds “mechanical materialism, the doctrine that the universe consists of nothing more than matter in motion” (Johnston, 1989) at the centre. Mechanical materialism is a large part of Hobbes’ view on the nature of humans, which is generally a pessimistic outlook in that he believes the natural state of mankind to be “naturally vainglorious and so seek to dominate others and demand their respect” (Finn, 2023). The ideas of material always being in motion comes into play because Hobbes thinks we’re all propelled into action by desire which is the internal motion towards an object or goal, felicity being continual success in achieving those desires and power is the present means to achieve goals and future goods. Hobbes thought that the state of nature is one of constant fear and fighting, a constant war with each other due to there not being enough resources. This line of argument ends up with quite an authoritarian state, humans needing this due to our nature, and so justifying the state through fear of what we’d be without it. 
A major problem with this theory is the reduction of humanity being a wholly selfish race, only looking to help ourselves. This idea of human nature is something I think is quite easily disputed, for one example is the discovery of an early human jawbone that had only one tooth. The individual survived for several years with only one tooth, this indicates that someone was helping the man, showing him compassion (Graham, 2005) in a way that Hobbes’ views can’t account for. If humans aren’t as bad as Hobbes believed us to be, then his idea of the state of nature being a horrible constant war is wrong or at least nowhere near as bad as he predicted, that leaves no fear of the alternative to justify the state through. I don’t think there’s any counter arguments outside of giving examples of humans being exactly as Hobbes said, but I don’t think it’s a strong enough counter to work since there is always another example somewhere of some form of human kindness.
The last problem is arguably exacerbated by the historical context that Hobbes was in and the biases he gained from those circumstances. When he was writing Leviathan England was in a period of great political turmoil, otherwise known as the civil wars. The wars were between King Charles the 1st and parliament, raging between the years of 1642 and 1651 (Pattinson, n.d.). Casualties of the civil wars were catastrophic, which combined with the political discourse that was at the centre of the conflict clearly shows as an influence in Hobbes’ writings, seen with the ideas of the state of nature being a constant war zone and humans being self-centred, power-hungry individuals. This bias is an issue for a philosophical theory since philosophy as a discipline is generally searching for truths and obvious biases make it harder to argue that the theory represents the truth of the matter rather than a single facet of a possible whole truth. I’d argue that this is definitely the case with Hobbes. His idea of humanity had been impacted greatly by the wars he’d been surrounded by colouring humanity as dark, rather than the grey middle ground that I’d suggest humanity generally sits in, making it difficult to see his theory as the whole picture of truth.
So, I think we can dismiss Hobbes’ state of nature argument as able to justify the state due to the previous reasoning. Next, we’ll look at Locke’s argument.
Locke has a very different idea of the state of nature to Hobbes in many ways. One such way is that he viewed the state of nature to be one of plenty, with each person taking what they need and living in equity with each other. There’s no constant war for Locke, people kept in line by the natural laws that govern the state of nature. These laws allow people to enact their own justice on another if they’ve been wronged by that individual. Locke said that after a while people begin to trade excess goods and so are able to gain greater wealth in the form of money, which unlike other wealth such as food, won’t expire. It’s this accumulation of wealth that draws people into societies and a need for the state to protect people’s rights once money is more of a factor. There’s a large emphasis on the judicial aspects of the state (Locke, 1690).
One problem with this theory is that from a situation of plenty, I don’t see why money would necessarily come to being. If everyone can produce enough for themselves plus some surplus, then why would money come about rather than a bartering/trading system of goods, and even if money will inevitably come out of that, I see little reason for the states we see today to be justified by that. Locke thought that humans were primarily driven by tolerance and reason, if that is the case then in a world of surplus, there’s going to be very few cases of people breaking the natural laws, even with some accumulating excess wealth since everyone should be able to have what they need. Perhaps the few disagreements and those who gain a massive excess of wealth can justify the type of state that Locke describes, a relatively impartial state primarily there to protect the rights of each individual, however I don’t think that justification can extend to the states we generally see today around the world. People, while not as self-centred and violent as Hobbes believed, is also definitely not as driven by reason or tolerance as Locke would have hoped, making Locke’s ideals very difficult to put into a practise that could create a state that we could justify through his reasoning. Therefore, I don’t believe Locke’s theory can be used to justify the state either, not realistically in our world as it is.
So, both Hobbes and Locke’s theories have failed to justify the state, now we’ll move onto seeing if Rousseau’s theory can hold to criticism and be used to justify it.
Rousseau’s idea of the state of nature is somewhere in the middle of the previous two theories. There’s no constant war and perpetual unhappiness like with Hobbes, in fact people in the state of nature are quite happy in Rousseau’s theory. However, they are also quite primitive with little to no contact with other humans, not having developed language and are primarily driven by pity and self-preservation. This state of nature isn’t one of plenty like Locke’s, but people in their natural state have very few needs so there’s little conflict needed for each person to remain satisfied. There is also a type of inequality that Rousseau describes as being “natural” (Rousseau, 1755) which is the physical inequalities found in mankind. Eventually though, mankind finds itself drawn into communities due to natural disasters, thus forming a need to have more money and power than others, the wealthy dominate the poor. This domination is an unstable situation, so the wealthy create the state to pacify the poor, tricking them into thinking it protects them.
I find Rousseau’s theory to be quite compelling, compared to the other two, at least as a thought experiment and not as an understanding of human nature. The account of societal development is the one closest to historical accuracy making it a solid foundation for conclusions, also his final state is realistic. However, Rousseau’s theory can’t be used to justify the state in any way that would convince anyone to keep it. Rousseau himself says that “in proportion as he becomes sociable and a slave to others, he becomes weak, fearful, mean-spirited” (Rousseau, 1755), which isn’t a convincing argument to keep the state. Protection from natural disasters and self-preservation aren’t very compelling reasons for the state, especially when Rousseau said that man was able to protect themselves from predators in their natural state. So, while I have little issue with Rousseau’s theory, I don’t believe it can serve as a justification for the state.


In conclusion, state of nature arguments could theoretically work to justify the state, however Hobbes failed to justify the state as his view of humans was too reductive, Locke failed also as his theory could only justify one specific and unrealistic type of state, and finally Rousseau’s theory holds very little reasoning for the state to be justified. While I don think it’s possible to make a state of nature argument that justifies the state, none of the theories we’ve looked at can do so convincingly.
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