Thomas Hobbes and John Locke on government
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Dr. Korfhage
Below are excerpts from the two of the most famous works of European political thought, Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (a defense of absolutism) and John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (a defense of constitutionalism).  Both men began their work with consideration of the so-called State of Nature, a condition in which men and women live without government, but they drew very different conclusions.  Consider the following questions as you read:

• How does each author describe the State of Nature? What would Hobbes say people are “naturally” like?  What about Locke?

• What is the worst evil that can befall society, according to each author?

• What is the end (or primary purpose) of government, according to each author?

• Why, according to Hobbes, is it essential that the government have such absolute power?  What will happen if it doesn’t?

• Why, according to Locke, is it essential that the government not have absolute power? What will happen it if does?

• What rights does Hobbes grant the sovereign, and why? How do you think Locke would respond?

• Which author makes a more convincing case? Can you agree with an author about some things (say, his conception of human nature) while disagreeing about other things (say, whether government should be absolutist or constitutional)?

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651)

It is manifest that during the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called war; and such a war as is of every man against every man….In such condition there is no place for industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments of moving and removing such things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short…. 

The final cause, end, or design of men…in the introduction of that restraint upon themselves (in which we see them live in Commonwealths) is the foresight of their own preservation, and of a more contented life thereby; that is to say, of getting themselves out from that miserable condition of War…when there is no visible power to keep them in Awe, and tie them by fear of punishment to the performance of their covenants, and observation of …Laws of Nature…

The only way to erect such a common power…is to confer all their power and strength upon one man, or upon one Assembly of men …and every one to own, and acknowledge himself to be the Author of whatsoever he that so beareth their Person, shall Act…in those things which concern the Common Peace and Safety…and to submit their wills, everyone to his will, and their judgments, to his judgment, [saying] “I authorize and give up my right of governing myself, to this man…on this condition, that you give up you right to him, and authorize all his actions in like manner.”  This done, the multitude so united…is called a Commonwealth…He that carries this Person, is called Sovereign, and said to have sovereign power…

From this institution of a Commonwealth are derived all the rights and faculties of him…on whom the sovereign power is conferred by the consent of the people assembled.  

First…they that have already instituted a commonwealth, being thereby bound by covenant…cannot lawfully make a new covenant, amongst themselves, to be obedient to any other, in any thing whatsoever, without his [i.e. the sovereign’s] permission.

Secondly, because the right of bearing the person of them all is given to [the sovereign] by covenant only of one to another, and not of him to any of them; there can happen no breach of covenant on the part of the sovereign, and consequently none of his subjects…can be freed from his subjection.

[Third], because every Subject is by the institution author of all the actions and judgments of the sovereign…it follows that whatsoever [the sovereign] doth, it can be no injury to any of his subject…because to do injury to oneself is impossible.

Source: Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan. New York, Penguin Books, 1985.

John Locke, Excerpts from The Second Treatise of Government (published 1690)

To understand Political Power right…we must consider what State all Men are naturally in, and that is, a State of perfect Freedom to order their actions, and dispose of their Possessions, and Persons as they think fit, within the bounds of the Law of Nature…A State also of Equality, wherein [all men are] equal one amongst another without Subordination or Subjection…

The State of Nature has a Law of Nature to govern it, which obliges every one: And Reason, which is that Law, teaches all Mankind…that being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his Life, Health, Liberty, or Possessions….

Man being, as has been said, by Nature all free, equal, and independent, no one can be put out of this Estate, and subjected to the Political Power of another, without his own Consent.  The only way whereby any one divests himself of his natural Liberty, and puts on the bonds of Civil Society, is by agreeing with other men to join and unite into a community for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their Properties, and a greater security against any, that are not of it.

If Man in the State of Nature be so free, as has been said; If he be absolute Lord of his own Person and Possessions, equal to the greatest, and subject to no Body, why will he part with his freedom?…[T]hough in the State of Nature he hath such a right, yet the Enjoyment of it is very uncertain, and constantly exposed to the Invasion of others….[therefore] the enjoyment of the property he has in this state is very unsafe, very unsecure….The great and chief end, therefore, of Mens uniting into Commonwealths, is the Preservation of their Property….

[T]hough Men when they enter into Society, give up the…Power they had in the State of Nature, into the hands of the Society…the power of the Society, or Legislative constituted by them, can never be suppos’d to extend farther than the common good; but is obliged to secure every ones Property…

…whenever the Legislators endeavour to take away, and destroy the Property of the People, or to reduce them to Slavery under Arbitrary Power, they put themselves into a state of War with the People, who are thereupon absolved from any farther Obedience…Whensoever therefore the Legislative shall transgress this fundamental Rule of Society; and either by Ambition, Fear, Folly or Corruption, endeavour to grasp themselves, or put into the hands of any other an Absolute Power over the Lives, Liberties, and Estates of the People; By this breach of Trust they forfeit the Power, the People had put into their hands…and it devolves to the People, who have a Right to resume their original Liberty, and, by the Establishment of a new Legislative…provide for their own Safety and Security, which is the end for which they are in Society….

[P]erhaps it will be said, that...no Government will be able long to subsist, if the People may set up a new Legislative, whenever they take offence at the old one.  To this I answer…People are not so easily got out of their old forms, as some are apt to suggest…Revolutions happen not upon every little mismanagement in public affairs…But if a long train of Abuses, Prevarications, and Artifices, all tending the same way, make the design visible to the People, and they cannot but feel…whither they are going; ‘tis not to be wondered, that they should then rouse themselves, and endeavour to put the rule into such hands, which may secure to them the ends for which Government was at first erected; and without which, ancient Names, and specious Forms…are much worse, than the State of Nature or pure Anarchy…

Source: Locke, John. “Second Treatise of Government.” In Two Treatises of Government. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1960.

