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Human Nature and the State of Nature
Thomas Hobbes’ (1588- 1679) theory of contract was based on his belief that strong government is necessary to prevent a state of civil war and that life without the protection of the state, in ‘the state of nature’ would be ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’ with a constant fear of death that would lead to a state of war all against all.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. by Tom Griffith (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 2014), p. 97] 

Hobbes formulated a materialistic and mechanistic theory of human nature influenced by Galileo Galilei’s (1564-1642) theory of matter in motion.  He postulated that ‘life itself is but motion’.[footnoteRef:2] From this he reasoned that in the state of nature there is neither absolute good nor evil, rather these concepts derive from men’s individual appetites and aversions which represent internal motions.  Hobbes believed that desire is the continual internal motion toward an object, so men are constantly in search of ‘continual prospering’ (felicity)[footnoteRef:3], consequently, ‘there is no such thing as perpetual tranquillity of mind whilst we live… because [life]…can never be without desire nor without fear’.[footnoteRef:4] Hobbes concluded that all men are necessarily and exclusively self-interested, never altruistic; pursuing only what is perceived to be in their own individual best interests, stating ‘of the voluntary acts of every man, the object is some good to himself’.[footnoteRef:5] He also recognised men to be instrumentally rational, using reason to maximise their ability to prosper.       [2:  Ibid., p. 50]  [3:  Ibid.,p. 50]  [4:  Ibid.,p. 50]  [5:  Ibid.,p. 102] 

Based on this, Hobbes concluded that in the state of nature the continual search for felicity would lead to a state of war because; firstly, power (‘a man’s present means to obtain some future good’),[footnoteRef:6] is required to achieve felicity, and men have a ‘restless desire of power after power’[footnoteRef:7] in order to try to assure the means to maintain their current and future standard of living; secondly, limited resources and everyone’s attempt to gain more power will lead to competition between men;  finally in the state of nature everyone is equal in strength and skill, therefore all men are vulnerable to attack from others who may desire what they possess , therefore, everyone is constantly on their guard against attack.  As a result, ‘men, have no pleasure, but on the contrary a great deal of grief in keeping company, where there is no power able to overawe them all’.[footnoteRef:8]  Men therefore live solitary lives, in the condition of war ‘every man against every man’.[footnoteRef:9]  The nature of war is not necessarily a state of continuous fighting but rather a constant ‘disposition thereto’.[footnoteRef:10] In this state of war men lack industry, security, and have a constant fear of death.[footnoteRef:11]  This fear of death and the desire to pursue felicity, Hobbes believes, will ‘incline men to peace’ and ‘commodious living’ in the form of the commonwealth.[footnoteRef:12]   [6:  Ibid.,p. 68]  [7:  Ibid.,p. 76]  [8:  Ibid.,p. 96]  [9:  Ibid.,p. 97]  [10:  Ibid.,p. 97]  [11: Ibid.,p. 97]  [12:  Ibid.,p. 99] 

Hobbes’ bleak assessment of the state of nature originates, firstly, from his theory of human nature, psychological egoism.  He believed that man’s motives are universally self-interested and selfish. As such men are unlikely to be behave collaboratively and more likely to compete for resources.  However even if we accept that selfish and self- interested people in the state of nature would compete for resources, competition is neither war nor threat of war.  It has been argued that in the state of nature the individually rational position might be to attack others[footnoteRef:13], however it is not immediately obvious that this so.  Unless you are attacked first, it seems irrational to launch a pre-emptive strike, indeed Hobbes suggests that fear of attack would motivate men to this action and fear often elicits instinctive, irrational behaviour aimed solely at survival (flight or fright).  As with the prisoner’s dilemma the most rational choice is likely the same as the collectively rational option which would be to exist collaboratively in the state of nature, since it might secure peace.  Hobbes’ natural man is rational and selfish therefore if two such men desire the same thing, it is plausible that they might negotiate an amicable and peaceful settlement.  As rational beings they might reason that fighting (or living in constant fear of fighting) and distrust is in neither of their best interests and thus reach a decision to co-exist peacefully for selfish reasons.   [13:  Johnathan Wolff, An Introduction to Political Philosophy, 3rd edn (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 16.] 

Hobbes would likely counter this point by stating,
“if a covenant is made…in the condition of mere nature, which is a condition of war of every man against every man, upon any reasonable suspicion is void, unless there is a common power set over them both, with right and force sufficient to compel performance”. [footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. by Tom Griffith (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 2014), p. 105- 106] 

However, distrust is often the result of a bad experience, presumably, experiencing failure to perform is what would lead to distrust and possible enmity, rather than the state of nature or selfishness itself.  
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (712-1778) insists that man is neither atomistic nor selfish by nature and, in the state of nature, he feels pity and behaves altruistically.  He postulates that most people in their natural state are noble savages that live collaboratively and that it is the division of property which leads to corruption of the natural state of being.  Joseph Butler (1692-1752) suggested human beings often act from ‘mixed and opaque motives’ that are not easily reducible to selfishness and self-partiality. [footnoteRef:15] As such we can be both selfishly and altruistically motivated, thus psychological egoism constructs a false dichotomy. [15:  Aaron Garrett, Joseph Butler's Moral Philosophy (December 2014) <https://plato.stanford.edu/cgi-bin/encyclopedia/archinfo.cgi?entry=butler-moral> [accessed 10 December 2017].] 

Secondly, Hobbes considers the state of nature to be both amoral and pre- legal, leading him to conclude that ‘competition of riches, honour, command or other power inclineth to contention enmity, and war, because the way of one competitor to the attaining of his desire is to kill, subdue, supplant or repel the other’.[footnoteRef:16]  It is easier to appreciate how competition might descend into war in an amoral context where each man has a natural right to use his own power according to what he considers necessary means to preserve his own life.[footnoteRef:17]  To Hobbes in the state of nature ‘the notions of right and wrong, justice and injustice have no place. Where there is no common power there is no law; where no law, no justice’.[footnoteRef:18]  Therefore, even murder, in the state of nature, is an acceptable (or is not an unacceptable) means to achieving your ends.   [16:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. by Tom Griffith (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 2014), p. 77]  [17:  Ibid.,p. 100]  [18:  Ibid.,p. 98- 99] 

It is not clear why moral principles should fail to exist in the state of nature, especially when you consider that ‘reason suggesteth convenient articles of peace upon which men may be drawn to agreement’…called the laws of nature’.[footnoteRef:19]  The laws of nature (justice, equity, modesty, mercy, in sum, doing to others as you would be done)[footnoteRef:20] look suspiciously like a pre-social moral law, suggesting that the state of nature is not amoral.  If the laws of nature, establish the basis for peaceful co-existence and flourishing and are discoverable by reason, why would not rational men discover them, and adhere to them in the state of nature?  Living in ‘peace without subjection’[footnoteRef:21] would surely be the preferable option. Hobbes suggests that it is unlikely that enough men would adhere to the laws of nature without a ‘common power to keep them all in awe’,[footnoteRef:22] therefore anyone who chose to do so whilst others did not would be foolish. [19:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. by Tom Griffith (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 2014), p. 99]  [20:  Ibid.,p. 131]  [21:  Ibid.,p. 132]  [22:  Ibid.,p. 132] 

John Lock (1632-1704) believed natural and divine law exists in the state of nature, so it is pre-legal but not pre-moral. The idea that people have moral rights prior to entering organised society seems to fit better with common sense sensibilities than Hobbes’ theory.  Locke’s theory recognises some actions, for example killing an innocent person, seem intrinsically wrong and are recognised as such in both advanced and rudimentary cultures.  It is worth noting that if Hobbes’ two assumptions are false; namely, human beings are only motivated by thoroughly selfish and self-interested desires, and the state of nature is completely amoral, then the state of nature may not provide a disconsolate enough environment to justify Hobbes’ austere theory of contract.
Commonwealth and Sovereign.
The commonwealth, to Hobbes, is the coming together of rational men in covenant agreement to give up their personal authority and transfer it to one man/assembly of men who will act as their representative. The representative is the Sovereign. Each man gives his right to self-governance to the sovereign on condition that every other man does the same thing.   
‘For by this authority given him by every particular man in the commonwealth, he hath the use of so much power and strength conferred on him, that by terror thereof he is enabled to perform the wills of them all, to peace at home and mutual aid against their enemies abroad.  And in him consisteth the sense of the commonwealth; which (to define it) is one person of whose acts a great multitude, by mutual covenants one with another, have made themselves everyone the author to the end he may use the strength and means of them all, as he shall think expedient, for their peace and common defence.’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Ibid.,p. 135] 

The Sovereign is a collective Person that represents the will of the people from whom he derives his power regardless of the form of government. Hobbes’ Sovereign has absolute power and authority over all the functions of government.  So, the Sovereign is the legislator, enforcer and punisher with no higher authority to whom he is answerable, not even the commonwealth’s laws.[footnoteRef:24]  The roles are indivisible and inseparable[footnoteRef:25] which according to Hobbes helps to prevent discord. The people, by covenant, choose to be subject to the Sovereign’s power[footnoteRef:26]. However, he acknowledges that absolute power that is not accountable is despotism,[footnoteRef:27] but Sovereign accountability would require someone greatly more powerful than the Sovereign which is not possible if Sovereign power is absolute and indivisible.   [24:  Ibid.,p. 204	]  [25:  Ibid.,p. 142]  [26:  Ibid.,p. 146]  [27:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. by Tom Griffith (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 2014), p. 142] 

“though of so unlimited power men may fancy many evil consequences, yet the consequences of want of it, which is perpetual war over every man against his neighbour, are much worse, the conditions of man in this life can never be without inconveniences, but there happen in no commonwealth any great inconvenience, but that which proceeds from the subjects’ disobedience and the breach of the covenants from which the commonwealth hath its being”.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Ibid.,p. 162] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Despite Hobbes’ materialistic theory of man, the Sovereign has divine qualities.  He is supremely powerful, the protector of his subjects, the moral lawgiver, unaccountable to man, the judge and the punisher, and the dispensator of justice.  In fact, Hobbes describes him as ‘a mortal god’.[footnoteRef:29]  If viewed in this way, the totalitarian nature of the Sovereign is better understood, Hobbes’ Sovereign is possibly modelled on the divine omnipotence.   Hence his belief that the Sovereign’s power should be absolute including the control of all doctrine and even the Church (of which the sovereign should be head).  Hobbes thinks the state of nature would be worse than living under the rule of a despotic Sovereign, so totalitarianism becomes a necessary cost, for peace.   The only safeguards the subjects are offered by Hobbes is the right to protect themselves against death or maiming and the fact that the commonwealth will dissolve if the Sovereign fails to meet the terms of the contact, namely maintaining peace at home and providing protection from foreign invaders.   [29:  Ibid.,p. 134] 

The sovereign whether it be a man, or an assembly is two persons.  The ‘physical’ man (or men in an assembly) with all his natural desires, and the artificial Person of the Sovereign.   Based on Hobbes’ theory of human nature, coercive power is required for justice, and the threat of sanction for a man to keep covenants. Since neither of these conditions apply to the Sovereign, is it not therefore inevitable that any man with this much unchecked power will use it to pursue his own self-interests instead of acting in the best interests of the people? Ironically the Person of the Sovereign is expected to act according to the best interest of the people, without regard to his own personal self-interest, which would require altruism (which Hobbes rejects) if these two interests are in conflict.  
It is inconceivable that the agreement to live collaboratively under the rule of a Sovereign, equates to voluntarily forfeiting natural liberty to an unaccountable sovereign.  It would seem more reasonable that by creating the sovereign by their collective covenant and endowing him with their collective power, he is accountable to the people, although they are subject to him.  The difficulty is logically this seems like tautology (the Sovereign (the people collectively) is subject to the people collectively (the Sovereign)) and reinforces Hobbes’ position that the Sovereign is accountable to no one. 
It is thought rational people implicitly consent to the social contact by obeying the rules of society and enjoying its fruits, thereby becoming politically obligated to the Sovereign.  Notably Hobbes’ theory of contact excludes all people who are unable to rationally consent to the contact for example: people with a severe learning difficulty. This is problematic because Hobbes states everyone outside of the covenant is in the state of nature (war) in relation to those inside the covenant.  As such, theoretically, they do not enjoy the moral and legal protections afforded by the contact and arguably are not politically obligated to the state.  If the social contract is truly required to avoid the state of war, this would leave them vulnerable to ill treatment because Hobbes believes the state of nature is amoral and pre-legal, with no notion of justice or injustice.
James Rachels (1941- 2003) used the case of Martin Luther King Jr (1929-1968) and the black civil rights movement in the United States of America (USA) to illustrate the idea that the social contract provides disenfranchised groups a ‘natural and reasonable means of expressing protest’; civil disobedience.  However, Hobbes’ theory of contract might prevent this.  Black Americans during the civil rights struggle were legally excluded from many aspects of civil society, so arguably, they were not covenant members, and existed in a state of war against the members (white Americans).  Hobbes’ contract theory could be used to undermine the moral basis of the struggle and justifying the poor treatment of blacks because justice only exists within the sanctuary of the commonwealth.  In other words, there would be no moral basis upon which to denounce their treatment.  Perversely, if they (black Americans) were considered members of the commonwealth, they could be held responsible for their own mistreatment because according to Hobbes the Sovereign’s actions cannot be justly accused by the subject, because subjects are the author of Sovereign acts, and cannot speak ill of the Sovereign; effectively silencing the disenfranchised.  
Hobbes’ wish to avoid war, through a strong, stable government is admirable. However, his totalitarian Sovereign, relativistic moral frame work and austere mechanistic theory of human nature, risks exposing the most vulnerable members of the commonwealth to the whims of an unaccountable sovereign.   

WORD COUNT: 2589 excluding bibliography


Bibliography
Garrett, Aaron, Joseph Butler's Moral Philosophy (December 2014) <https://plato.stanford.edu/cgi-bin/encyclopedia/archinfo.cgi?entry=butler-moral> [accessed 10 December 2017].
Hobbes, Thomas, Leviathan, ed. by Tom Griffith (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 2014).
Locke, John, Two Treatises of Government ([n.p.]: 2014).
 Marx, Karl, and Friedrich Engles, The communist Manifesto, trans. by Samuel Moore (Milton Keynes: Penguin Classics, 2015).
Nelson, William, 'Liberal Theories and their Critics', in The Blackwell Guide to Social and Political Philosophy, ed. by Robert L. Simon (Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 2002), p. 197-217
Plato, Republic, ed. by Tom Griffith, trans. by John Llewelyn Davis and David James Vaughan (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 1997). 
Rachels, James, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, 4th edn (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2003).
Rawls, John, A theory of Justice (London: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 1971), p. Oxford University Press.
Rousseau, Jean- Jacques, The Social Contract, ed. by Tom Griffith, trans. by H.J. Tozer (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 1998).
Simmons, A. John, ‘Political Obligation and Authority', in The Blackwell Guide to Social and Political Philosophy, ed. by Robert L. Simon (Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 2002).

Wertheimer, Alan, 'Liberty, Coercion, and the Limits of the State', in The Blackwell Guide to Social and Political Philosophy, ed. by Robert L. Simon (Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 2002), p. 38-59
Wolff, Johnathan, An Introduction to Political Philosophy, 3rd edn (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 16.





image1.jpeg
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





