
Social Contract Theory  
“STC” 

“Social Contract Theory” developed as part of the secularization of natural law theory. When Christianity began to decline, 
natural law theorists were challenged by the question… 

“If God does not provide authority or legitimize law, then what does?” 
Social Contract sought to answer this challenge.  
 
To understand both Hobbes & Locke you have to understand the foundation upon which they worked conceptually. Here you 
see the link to Aquinas. 

Both work off the premise that there exists a natural law (an undeniable truth, a universal answer) that applies to all 
individuals, anywhere. Natural law is what comes from (as Aquinas would say) derivation by conclusion. That is, it is 
like science, or pure maths… 1 + 1 = 2, or the fact that, on earth where there is gravity, what goes up without any help, 
must come down. [no matter who or where you are, these are universally true]. 

The same goes for natural law.  

 
Does Morality depend on Law? 

Honoré says yes… 

‘concerned with conduct that has a significant impact on other people, and perhaps also animals, individually or 
collectively, and with the restraints on behaviour that we should accept because of this.... Moreover, since we live in groups 
and communities and belong to states and other political entities, the central core of morality is concerned with how to co-

exist and co-operate with others.... The core of morality is, in a broad sense, political.’ 

 

HOBBES 
“In practice morality is for the most part merely a command by some person or group or God, and law merely the momentary 
will of the ruler.” 
 
NOTE: Hobbes was not a spiritualist – only matter mattered \ human nature driven by our corporeal drive to survive 
 
Hobbes + Natural Law 

Consider: Without the imposition of civil society on us by a Sovereign, humans would live in a state of nature. In this 
state, humans are not guided by morality but by the “law of nature” (that of self-preservation).  
Result: Laws have no inherent moral quality. They are “merely the momentary will of the ruler” justified by the SC. 
BUT remember what happens when humans exercise their natural liberties in accordance w’ the law of nature. They 
seek peace. AKA humans have a natural inclination [because of the law of nature] towards peace.  

 

LOCKE 
Locke + Natural Law 

Like Hobbes and Aquinas, Locke accepts the premise that there is a natural law that exists as a universal truth. 
However, whether this is discoverable by reason is unclear in his writings.  
BUT the dominant interpretation is as follows.. 

Human reason allows them to have access to the will of God – natural obligation of charity  
 

 Hobbes Locke 
Human Nature Humans by nature are solitary – this is based on the 

notion that as soon as humans come together 
w’out the protection of a SC, they are not safe – 
they will always try to one-up each other because 
they must protect themselves – self-preservation is 
the law of nature in the state of nature. 
Without society (aka SC) there is no human 
sociality.  

Humans are social animals  
[LINK: Plato also thinks this is the case] 



Human 
knowledge of 
Natural Law 

“Our knowledge of objective, true answers on such 
questions is so feeble, so slight and imperfect as to 
be mostly worthless in resolving practical disputes. In 
a state of nature people cannot know what is theirs 
and what is someone else’s. Property exists solely by 
the will of the state, thus in a state of nature men 
are condemned to endless violent conflict.”  
 
“In practice morality is for the most part merely a 
command by some person or group or God, and law 
merely the momentary will of the ruler.” 
 

“Humans know what is right and wrong, and are 
capable of knowing what is lawful and unlawful 
well enough to resolve conflicts. In particular, 
and most importantly, they are capable of 
telling the difference between what is theirs and 
what belongs to someone else. Regrettably they 
do not always act in accordance with this 
knowledge.” 
 
“right to life, liberty and property” AKA we 
have fundamental duties to help in our own 
preservation and those of others. 
 
 

What happens in 
the State of 
Nature? 

State of nature = “life of man is, solitary, poor, 
nasty, brutish and short” because you are only 
protected by your own strength and invention. 
BUT …. 
Fundamental Law “Law of Nature” states that 
humans should not do anything that endangers 
their lives 
THUS… 
Humans should seek to achieve peace for that 
results in survival which is in line w’ the “Law of 
Nature” because if they do not, then because of 
the state of nature, they necessarily end up in a 
state of war.  

State of Nature humans have certain natural 
rights. 
The focus for Locke is on proprietary rights & 
an economical view of life.  
Property has value and this value is increased 
when you work it.  
BUT in the state of nature there is nothing to 
protect your right to your property. Anyone 
could come and take it.  
Result: Why bother working on your property 
if it isn’t protected and you aren’t assured it 
will remain yours [aka that you will benefit 
from your work]  
 
The idea here is there is no motivation to work 
and this is not good for the economy. 

Why enter the 
social contract? 
(“SC”) 

SC allows humans to achieve peace. 
This is done by accepting to give up their “natural 
liberty”1 for (let’s call it) “social liberty” – that is 
they will give up their right to everything for the 
protection of society and the rule of a Sovereign. 

The SC provides a context in which humans 
and their rights can be protected. 
Provides certainty of obligations and 
protections – allows people to function in 
large scale societies.  
This is good for the economy. Good for social 
advancement.  
 
He thought that in the state of nature, moral 
law would generally be followed, some would 
break it and the law would be futile without 
enforcement, so everyone had a natural right 
to enforce the law, but that since individual 
enforcement might be excessive, 
inconvenient, difficult or inconsistent, it was 
useful to have a civil authority to resolves 
disputes and ensure peace. 

NOTE: Entering the social contract AND “civil society” are two different things.  
 
Hobbes: Civil society only exists in the SC where it is imposed by the Sovereign. 
Locke: Civil society exists before the SC. Reason & property rights leads people to establish relations 
to survive in the state of nature [ie. bartering etc]. But it is not stable or safe without SC. 

	

																																																													
1 absolute freedom in the state of nature – although note that Hobbes actually doesn’t think that humans have absolute freedom in the 
state of nature because humans are limited by their own capabilities 


