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Abstract  

This paper provided an extrapolation of major social contract theories by arguing their points of 

harmony and tension concerning the state of nature. The paper argued that the idea of the 

creation of state through a contract is found in rudimentary form in ancient thought in which 

ancient Greek sophists described the state as an outcome of contract between men. The paper 

concludes that social contract theory has been relevant to the explanation of the essence of 

government as well for theorizing of democratic principles in modern state systems.  
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Introduction  

The social contract theory is an explanation given for the origin of state by various scholars, 

especially beginning from the seventh century. The theory presents a typical version of the origin 

of the state from the liberal point of view which, according to Gauba (2003), connects with the 

mechanistic concept of the state. It treats the state as a product of the mutual agreement of men, 

created with a definite purpose, to serve certain social needs. In essence, it postulates deliberate 

efforts behind the formation of the state, thus, the state is an artificial contrivance. According to 

the social contract theory, Evers (1977) argues, the state is not a natural institution, but an 

artificial device or instrument invented by men for their mutual benefits; it is intended to serve 

the interest of all individuals or all sections of society. In short, it is regarded as the expression of 

the will of the society.  

The idea of the creation of state through a contract is found in rudimentary form in ancient 

thought. Kurian (2011) argues that some ancient Greek sophists described the state as an 

outcome of contract between men. Specifically, in the crito dialogue- within- dialogue, Plato 

presented Socrates acceptance of death penalty as a mark of covenant with the state to abide by 

its decision having agreed to live under it (Evers, 1977). Nonetheless, Gauba (2003) posits that 

reference to ancient histories in order to find traces of social contract should not be taken to 

mean that the theory has been prevalent from the ancient times. The theory was systematically 

formulated at a particular point of European history, in order to drop a curtain on the values of 

the feudal system and to introduce the new values of the capitalist system. 
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On a general note, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Jean Jack Rousseau are regarded as the 

main exponents of the social contract theory. But some latter thinkers like Immanuel Kant, 

Herbert Spancer, John Rawls, Robert Nozick and Ayn Rand made use of the theory to elaborate 

their own systems of thought (Rauscher, 2012; Gauba, 2003; Evers, 1977). It could be said then 

that the argument about social contract phenomenon has diversified over the years. However, 

this paper is a selective exploration which focuses on the explanations driven home by those 

considered in this paper as the founding thinkers of the social contract theory namely: Hobbes, 

Locke and Rousseau.  

Social Contract: Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau  

In the light of their respective theorizing, these three scholars of social contract theory suggest 

that there was a time when men lived or would have lived without state and it apparatuses. This 

is the reason Gauba (2003) argues that the social contract theories imply the possibility of two 

life-pattern of before and after the creation of the state. Thus, this voluntary agreement of all 

individuals who constitute the state poses the following questions: (1) When the state did not 

exist, what was the situation? (2) If the state was created based on agreement, what are the 

terms? (3) Between the creator and the said creature, who has the power over whom?. An 

examination of the explanations provided by Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau would reveal that 

while the first point is a question of the state of nature, the second and third are the questions of 

the terms of contract and the character of sovereignty. Upon these episodes, therefore the views 

of the three theorists are examined on the ground of convergence as well as departure.  

The State of Nature  

Thomas Hobbes was highly original in using a contract argument to establish absolute 

government. At the heart of Hobbes’s theory is a horrific picture of the state of nature as a “war 

of all against all”. To escape such horrors, people would consent to absolute political authority. 

Although Hobbes employed the state of nature for largely analytical purposes, he also believed 

in its historical accuracy. Evidence is provided by “savage people” in America (Ward, 2001), 

whom Hobbes viewed as living in a “brutish manner”. His contention lies in a corollary of his 

concept of human nature. To him, man is selfish by nature and that this selfish-interest is the 

springboard of human action which, without any law and justice, turns the society into a domain 

of constant warfare. This is characteristic of the perpetual struggle and ceaseless conflict arising 

from clashes of appetites, desires and passions argued by Hobbes as the driving forces of man’s 

actions and reactions (Gordon, 1991).  

In the state of nature described by John Locke in his Second Treatise of Government, man is not 

in state of constant warfare; it is a state of peace, goodwill, mutual assistance and preservation 

(Carnoy, 1984). People live under the law of nature, which, in the absence of government, they 

enforce themselves. People also possess property rights, including property rights, exist in the 

state of nature was central to the development of subsequent theories of rights. When conflict 
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breaks out in the state of nature, people recognize the need for impartial authority and move from 

the state of nature in two stages, forming first a community and then government. When 

government violates the agreement according to which it was established, people are justified in 

rising in revolution. Thus, while Hobbes was wary of the English Civil War of 1642, Locke 

justified the revolution of 1688 and Rousseau inspired the French Revolution of 1789 (Nwoko, 

1988). Influenced by anthropological and zoological discoveries, Rousseau’s Discourse on the 

Origin of Inequality depicts natural man a little different than an ape: solitary, with limited 

reasoning capacity, but also content and morally innocent. Man becomes corrupt only through a 

gradual process of moving into society, and the contract through which government originates is 

a clever fraud perpetrated by the rich upon the poor. Rousseau’s political theory aspires to 

recapture as much primordial natural purity as possible through the new social contract (Ward, 

2001).  

More succinctly, Hobbes claims a state of nature with no room for industry, education, in which 

“might is right” and that men are moved by external relevance (Lessnoff, 1990). But, to Locke, 

men are by nature rational being, impelled by their inner nature to treat humanity as an end in 

every case, never as a means only. This is close to, but not entirely the same as Rousseau’s 

description of natural man as a noble savage who live as a life of “Idyllic blissfulness” and 

primitive simplicity” (Arendt, 1969). He does not accept that might is right because men have no 

authority over men. Impliedly, state of nature follows that agreements are the basis of all 

legitimate authority among men. For Rousseau, state of nature combines Locke’s view as true 

human nature and materialism as factor that moved men into restless relationships; thereby 

necessitating the establishment of a civil society (Gauba, 2003).  

The necessity of creating the state is a point of congruence among these thinkers anyway. 

Hobbes, however, views solitary livelihood as an account of natural right of man which entails 

nothing more than his natural powers used to oppress others. Therefore, the would-be –oppressed 

man deserves natural liberty which in turn consists of nothing more than the liberty to preserve 

his own life. To Hobbes, this necessitates the creation of the civil institution (Nbete, 2012). All 

men in the state of nature are immoral, he argues. But, for Locke, state becomes inevitable not 

because all the men prior to it are brutal by nature as Hobbes assumes, neither is it because of the 

birth certain civilization as Rousseau views it (McClelland, 1996), but because a few men out of 

all would, by chance, be outlaws. Then, the state is for seeking refuge against the brutish 

manners of the men of exception in the harmonious state of nature.  

It is clear, then, that state of nature in the views given implies a situation of people living without 

government. Basically, Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau demonstrate situations of fear of chaos of 

men by men at varying degrees, leading to abandoning of rights and confiding such rights in the 

state. Hence, the contract among men for the entity called state. 
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Terms of the Contract and Character of Sovereignty  

Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau have different interpretations of the terms of the social contract 

and where sovereignty lies. Hobbes postulates a single contract by which men abandon the state 

of nature and establish society and state together. In his view, the contract is the one of each man 

with all men and of all men with each man. Every man thus gives up his natural rights and 

powers to a “common power” that would keep them as his awe and give them security 

(McClelland, 1996). Since, according to his view, the state and society come into existence 

together through a social contract, repudiation of the contract would result not only in an 

overthrow of the government but a disintegration of society itself. Locke does not see things the 

same way. To him, the contract has several stages that distinguish the coming of the society from 

the coming of the state. Miller (1976) elaborates on Waldron’s elucidation of Locke’s description 

of the three stages. These involve the communalization of men and powers, establishment of 

legislative and other institution, and agreement on taxation. It goes to say that creation of society 

is the primary step; setting up the government is a secondary step. So, as Gauba (2003) puts it, if 

the government is dissolved, society does not disintegrate. Order will be restored by setting up 

another government in place. Thus, Locke feels that men are in control as far as the contract is 

concerned: the contract is on their terms. In this system of thought, government resembles trust. 

In other words, a government, like a trust is bound to act within the terms of its constitution. 

Meanwhile, Rousseau, like Hobbes, postulates a single contract, and thereby creates absolute 

sovereignty. But Rousseau distinguishes himself as an exponent of popular sovereignty 

(McClelland, 1996). Sovereignty, according to him, is not vested in a ruler apart from the society 

itself as Hobbes assumed; it is, instead, vested in the people themselves. It is argued that when 

people entered into a social contract, they relinquished their natural rights in their individual 

capacity; they surrendered these rights to their collective whole. Thus, what they lose in their 

individual capacity, they get back in improved form (Carnoy, 1984). Essentially, Nbete (2012) 

sees creation of popular sovereignty in the general will as a unique contribution of Rousseau 

which laid the foundation of modern democracy. 

Notwithstanding, Hobbes’ sovereignty is an absolute one. According to his logic, the sovereignty 

did not exist before the conclusion of the contract; he comes into existence as a result of the 

contract, hence he cannot be a party to the contract. Therefore, it is for the sovereignty to enjoy 

supreme and absolute authority. All men in the society, apart from itself become its subjects. All 

natural rights of men are surrendered to the sovereign once and for all. The powers conferred on 

him as such cannot be withdrawn, because if men chose to revive their natural rights, they would 

revert into the state of nature, characterized by anarchy and total in security (McClelland, 1996).  

In the event that Hobbes creates absolute sovereignty, Locke evolves a constitutional 

government. Hobbes postulates an unconstitutional surrender of natural liberty to the sovereign, 

because in his system of thought natural liberty is the source of constant conflict and consequent 

anarchy (Lessnoff, 1990). Contrarily, Locke postulates conditional and partial surrender of 
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natural rights, because some natural rights are fundamental; they cannot be given up because 

they are the cornerstone of human of freedom. According to Locke, in Gauba (2003: 185), 

people give up their natural right to an entity who would judge and punish the offenders of 

natural laws in their own case and in the case of other persons. This right is now vested in the 

community, common power of the government which assumes the role of umpire. But this right 

is surrendered on the condition that their rights to life, liberty and property will be protected and 

kept intact (Lessnoff, 1990). It then means that society retains the authority to watch whether the 

government is exercising its powers strictly in accordance with the terms of the contract or not.  

Conclusion  

On the whole, while the social contract theory has been relevant to the explanation of the essence 

of government as well for theorizing of democratic principles in modern state systems, it has 

faced certain criticisms. Hume (1711-76) is said to have argued that the social contract theory is 

not founded on any historical evidence. In his view, there is no validity of the assumption that 

men originally lived in a so called state of nature, and then they thought of creating political 

institutions by mutual agreement to establish order and security (Gauba, 2003). Accordingly, the 

societal movement is argued to have been from one status to one of contract. Thus, in primitive 

society, membership of a social group determined the status of an individual. Life of man was 

governed by customs at the various level of grouping: family, clan, tribe etc. Law, sovereignty 

and political institutions were said to have grown from this process in a very slow and gradual 

manner, not by a compact of freely contracting individual (Evers, 1977). Postulations of natural 

liberty and natural rights in the state of nature is said to be out of logic. Gauba (2003), argues 

that rights are the products of a developed social consciousness and are enforced by 

institutionalized law, they could not have existed in the earliest state when political awareness 

and institutionalized law were totally absent.  Moreover, some arguments against social contract 

theory are about its binding force on generations of men that were not part of the initial 

arrangement. In any case, the doctrine of the social contract played a historical role by providing 

for a theoretical justification for the new pattern of human relations necessitated by the 

emergence of the capitalist society. 
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