
PHI 1700: Global Ethics 

Session 9 
March 3rd, 2016 

Hobbes, The Leviathan 
Rousseau, Discourse of the Origin of Inequality 



Last class, we considered Aristotle’s virtue ethics. 
 

•  Today our focus is contractarianism, which says that  
Ø  the rightness & wrongness of actions derives from and is reinforced by         

mutual agreement (or contracts) between citizens. 

•  I.e., actions are not right or wrong by nature, nor by God’s will/command,  
•  but instead because human beings collectively decided                            

to designate them that way & praise/punish them accordingly. 

•  Contractarianism is as much a political theory as a moral theory,  
–  because it suggests what sort of governments and laws must be in place in 

order to establish the moral standards of a society. 

Ø Critics of contractarianism (like Jean-Jacques Rousseau) counter that 
governments don’t establish morality, but they ought to uphold it. 

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) famously defended                          
contractarianism in his work Leviathan. 
 

•  He argued not only for contractarianism as a moral theory, 
–  but also that a leader with absolute power is needed                                                  

to legitimize & maintain the moral contract. 
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Both Hobbes & Rousseau use                                                                       
“the state of nature” to describe                                                                          
a hypothetical time in human history                                                         
before the development of civilization. 
 
 
 
 

•  Hobbes believed that human life must have been                                            
chaotic & morally corrupt in the state of nature, 

–  because in that era, people lacked a supreme leader                                         
(i.e., a “common power”) to keep them in check. 

•  In other words, early humans lacked an authority figure                         
who they felt obligated to obey, 
–  so they just acted according to what they each individually thought       

was best for their own survival and benefit. 

»  He believes that humans are naturally selfish                             
and have no instinct to care for others. 

»  Moreover, he thought that we fear strangers & view them as 
competitors instead of people with whom we ought to cooperate. 



Hobbes characterizes life in the state of nature as a                                    
war of “every man against every man”. 
 
 

Ø  “…during the time men live without a common power                          
to keep them all in awe [that is, obedient out of fear], 
–  they are in that condition which is called war” (2) 

 

 

– He explains that people are effectively at war any time  
where “the will to contend by battle is sufficiently known”: 

»  “…the nature of war consist[s] not in actual fighting,   
»  but in the known disposition thereto, during all the time     

there is no assurance to the contrary.” (ibid.) 

Ø In other words, humans are at war                         
with each other by default,  

Ø unless they not only agree to seek peace, but also 
choose a supreme leader to keep them in check. 
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Hobbes claims that as long as people are at war with one another,  
Ø  society is just way too chaotic to develop anything productive, such as: 

5 

•  industry 
•  agriculture 
•  navigation 

•  overseas trade 
•  cities 
•  education 

•  art 
•  language 
•  civilization 

Without a common ruler,  
 

•  people have “No arts,                       
no letters, no society”,  

•  and live in “continual fear       
and danger of violent death.” 

 

In this state,    
 

Ø  “the life of man [is]           
solitary, poor,                        
nasty, brutish, & short.” (2) 

 
 



Hobbes defends his characterization of human nature                                           
by reminding us of how we treat strangers.  
 

•  “…when taking a journey, [a typical person] arms himself                                         
and seeks to go well-accompanied;  

•  when going to sleep, he locks his doors;  
•  when even in his house he locks his chests 
•  and [he does all] this when he knows there be laws and                                       

public officers armed to revenge all injuries shall be done him. 

–  What opinion [does he have] of his fellow subjects when he rides armed;             
of his fellow citizens when he locks his doors;                                                       
and of his children and servants, when he locks his chests[?]  

–  Does he not…as much accuse mankind by his actions, as I do by my words?” (3) 
  

…though he clarifies that he doesn’t mean that humans are by nature immoral: 
 

Ø  “The desires and other passions of man are in themselves no sin.  
–  No more are the actions that proceed from those passions,                                           

till they know a law that forbids them:  
•  which till laws be made they cannot know, nor can any law be made,           

till they have agreed upon the person that shall make it.” 6	  



Hobbes adds that in war of every man against every other man, 
•  “nothing can be unjust. 

–  The notions of right & wrong, justice & injustice have there no place.  

Ø Where there is no common power, there is no law;                                          
where no law, no injustice.” (3) 

•  He explains that justice and injustice                                                                          
“are qualities that relate to men in society, not in solitude.” (3) 

–  On his view, it doesn’t make sense to speak of injustice except when                     
a legal system has established what is just in some particular society. 

Ø This makes Hobbes an anti-realist about justice:  
–  i.e., he doesn’t think that justice exists except where                                

humans have created it through collective agreements. 

»  This means there is no such thing as “divine justice”,           
established by God,  

»  nor universal justice, that transcends national/cultural 
differences in law. 
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Ø Hobbes explains that we all are born with “the right of nature”: 
 

•  the liberty each man [has] to use his own power as he [wishes]                       
for the preservation…of his own life; 
–  and consequently, of doing anything which in his own judgment             

and reason he shall conceive to be the aptest means thereunto.” 

»  In other words, we are all entitled                                      
to do whatever it takes to ensure our own survival. 

Ø  The problem is that: 
–  “…as long as this natural right of every man to every thing endure[s],  
–  there can be no security to any man, [however wise or strong] he be,                  

of living out the time which nature ordinarily alloweth men to live.” (4) 

•  Each person’s right to do whatever is necessary for their own survival     
allows them to encroach on every other person’s right                         
to do what they need in order to survive. 

»  It’s therefore impossible for everyone in society                           
to exercise their right to nature to the fullest extent               
without reducing other people’s chance of survival. 
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Fortunately, according to Hobbes, our reason leads us to solve the problem     
posed by the right of nature by developing moral contracts. 

•  Reason allows us to recognize that it is self-destructive for each individual                
to live in a society where everyone can freely exercise                                          
their right to self-preservation without any constraints or regulation. 

–  Consequently, we determine that we ought to be “willing,                                  
when others are so too,…to lay down this [natural] right to all things, 
•  and be contented with [only] so much liberty against other men                  

as he would allow other men against himself.“ (4) 

Ø  In other words, each man should give up his liberty to harm others                        
for the sake of self-preservation,  
Ø  because it’s in his best interest that others abandon the liberty to harm him. 

Ø But, only if everyone agrees to give up their right of nature                             
will everyone truly be protected from each other. 
–  “…if other men will not lay down their right as well as he,                        

then there is no reason for any one to divest himself of his:  
–  for that were to expose himself to prey (which no man is bound to)       

rather than to dispose himself to peace.” 

–  He notes that this is just like the Golden Rule: “whatsoever you   
require that other should do for you, that do ye unto them.” (4-5) 9	  



•  Moreover, reason tells us that we need to not only agree                                      
to give up our right to self-preservation by any means, but also that  
Ø we must keep our promise not to harm others                                        

for the sake of self-preservation. 

»  Otherwise (i.e., if people break the agreement), 
•  “covenants [i.e., agreements] are in vain, and but empty words,  
•  and the right of all men to all things remaining,                     

we are still in the condition of war.” (5) 

   According to Hobbes,  
 

»  To break a covenant “is unjust,  
»  and the definition of injustice is no other than                   

the not-performance of covenant.” (ibid.) 

•  i.e., breaking your promises to others. 

»  So on Hobbes’ view, justice doesn’t necessarily involve                
any concern for others’ well-being. 

•  It only requires doing whatever your society has agreed upon, 
•  because that’s what serves your own best interests. 10	  



Hobbes says that  
–  a covenant made without mutual trust, “where there   

is fear of not-performance on either part,” is not valid, 
–  and without valid covenants, there’s no justice. (5)   

So, to secure justice,  
» we must make sure no one will be tempted            

to break their promises to each other. 
 

 

   To secure justice, Hobbes declares: 
 

Ø “there must be some coercive power                     
to compel men equally to the performance of their 
covenants, by the terror of some punishment,                        
greater than the benefit they expect                                 
by the breach of their covenant” (ibid.) 

Ø Such coercive power comes from                                   
a terrifying supreme leader: 
•  someone like a Leviathan,                                          

a mythological sea-monster. 11 



Hobbes thinks only a fool could believe                  
that justice could exist without a powerful leader       
to ensure that we keep our promise                            
to restrict our own liberty. 

 

•  He also believes that rational people are guaranteed     
to keep their covenants under the Leviathan’s power: 

 

–  If A has already held up their end of the agreement,  
–  and there is a power who can force B to fulfill    

their end of the bargain (by threat of punishment), 
 

–  then the rational thing for B to do is always to       
keep the covenant, because: 

•  It is irrational to do anything that may hurt 
oneself (like getting punished by the Leviathan), 

•  Breaking a covenant will result in                 
getting cast out of society, and 

•  No one man can expect to get by alone       
(apart from society), without the support of    
other human beings. 
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What we’ve learned about contractarianism so far: 
 

Ø  It assumes that there is no such thing as morality                                      
(justice/injustice, right/wrong, etc.) until laws are devised. 

»  Hence, it is a very anti-realist view of morality. 

Ø  It assumes that individuals are rational and self-interested, 
–  and that these qualities drive people to make contracts with one another. 

»  This makes it a highly rationalistic ethical theory. 
•  Rousseau will criticize contractarianism from a 

sentimentalist perspective. 

•  It also assumes that every individual in the society is equally capable 
of a) using their reason to determine that what’s best for them,         
and b) actually doing what they’ve reasoned is in their best interest. 

»  The article we will read next class by Virginia Held            
will challenge this assumption. 

•  It assumes that individuals aren’t particularly concerned for the well-being    
of other people. 
–  It doesn’t even suggest that we should care for other people                     

– perhaps because it views this as too much to ask of people. 
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) criticized Hobbes’ 
formulation of contractarianism as a moral theory,          
and argued for contracts only out of political necessity. 
 

•  He will argue that morality exists without contracts,  
•  but that societies need contracts to protect individual liberties 

against harmful forces of modern civilization. 
 

Providing his own take on humans in the state of nature, Rousseau writes: 
 

•  “At first it would seem that men in [their natural] state,                                     
having among themselves no type of moral relations or acknowledged duties,    
could be neither good nor evil, and had neither vices nor virtues… 

–  But…it is appropriate to suspend the judgment we could make                
regarding such a situation and to be on our guard against our prejudices,  
•  until we have examined with scale in hand                                                  

whether there are more virtues than vices among civilized men;                            
or whether their virtues are more advantageous than their vices are lethal…” 

Ø “Above all, let us not conclude with Hobbes that                                  
because man has no idea of goodness he is naturally evil;  
»  that he is vicious because he does not know virtue” (5) 
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Note that Hobbes explicitly said that he didn’t mean to characterize       
humans as naturally immoral: 
 

•  He wrote: “The desires and other passions of man are in themselves no sin.  
–  No more are the actions that proceed from those passions,                                           

till they know a law that forbids them:  
•  which till laws be made they cannot know, nor can any law be made,           

till they have agreed upon the person that shall make it.” 

»  Hobbes has said that humans by nature                                    
are neither moral nor immoral because they don’t know        
what morality is, except relative to some system of law. 

Hence, Rousseau’s urge that we “not conclude with Hobbes that             
because man has no idea of goodness he is naturally evil”                              
is a strawman of Hobbes’ position. 
 

–  The disagreement between Hobbes & Rousseau isn’t really about whether humans 
are naturally good or bad, 
»  but rather about whether or not morality exists without a legal system             

to codify and enforce notions of right & wrong. 

•  Nevertheless, Rousseau provides other good reasons                                 
to question contractarianism. 
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Like Adam Smith, Rousseau thinks we have natural pity for other humans. 
 

»  we have an “innate repugnance to seeing…fellow men suffer” (6)  

•  Rousseau thought that we can tell that an action is wrong        
by understanding that we would suffer if it were done to us. 

•  He called pity “the only natural virtue…all the more 
universal and all the more useful to man in that it 
precedes in him any kind of reflection, and so natural 
that even animals sometimes show noticeable signs of it.” 

Ø Contrast this with Aristotle’s view that “none of the 
moral virtues arises in us by nature”: that we only 
develop virtue through repeated action. 

He says that “from this quality alone [i.e., pity] flow all the social virtues” (6): 

–  Nature, in giving men tears, bears witness that                                                         
she gave the human race the softest hearts. 
•  ..what are generosity, mercy, and humanity, if not pity applied to the weak,      

to the guilty, or to the human species in general[?]  

–  Benevolence and even friendship are, properly understood,                                   
the products of a constant pity fixed on a particular object” 16	  



Rousseau asserts:  “It is therefore quite certain that pity is a natural sentiment,  
•  which, by moderating in each individual the activity of the love of oneself, 

contributes to the mutual preservation of the entire species.  

–  Pity is what carries us without reflection                                                              
to the aid of those we see suffering.  

–  Pity is what, in the state of nature,                                                                    
takes the place of laws, mores, and virtue,  
•  with the advantage that no one is                                                         

tempted to disobey its sweet voice.”  

»  Rousseau is declaring that people don’t need a government 
or common power to ensure that they act morally. 

•  Rather, our feelings supply us with an intuitive understanding         
of right/wrong action, without any need for laws to tell us           
what is and isn’t just. 

 

 

•  “…Instead of the sublime maxim [i.e., rule] of reasoned justice,                                                        
Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,  

–  pity inspires all men with another maxim of natural goodness…:  
•  Do what is good for you with as little harm as possible to others.” (6-7) 17	  



Since Rousseau thinks morality exists without a legal system to enforce it,         
he believes that governments were devised for a different purpose: 
 

•  He imagines that people said: “’Let us unite…in order to protect the weak from 
oppression, the ambitious, and assure everyone of possessing what belongs to him. 

–  Let us institute rules of justice & peace to which all will be obliged to conform,  
–  which will make special exceptions for no one,  
–  and which will in some way compensate for the caprices of fortune                    

by subjecting the strong and the weak to mutual obligations.  

•  …instead of turning our forces against ourselves, let us gather them into one 
supreme [government] that governs us according to wise laws,  

–  that protects and defends all the members of the association,  
–  repulses common enemies, and maintains us in an eternal concord.’ "  (11-12) 

Ø So on Rousseau’s view, people don’t agree to abide by laws                         
just out of self-interest: 

–  they create governments out of concern for people                              
who might get left behind or taken advantage of by civil society. 
»  So even if laws don’t create morality within a society,                                           

they are developed out of moral concern for others. 18	  



Unfortunately, Rousseau laments, “the origin of society and laws”                     
did not secure justice in civilization like it was supposed to. 
 

Instead, civilization: 
•  “gave new [limitations] to the weak & new forces to the rich,  
•  irretrievably destroyed natural liberty,  
•  established forever the law of property and of inequality,  
•  changed adroit usurpation into an irrevocable right,  
•  & for the profit of a few ambitious men henceforth subjected                         

the entire human race to labor, servitude and misery.” (12) 
 

Ø  Rousseau thinks that the emphasis on reason (and de-emphasis on pity)      
is at least partly to blame: 

–  “[It] is what engenders egocentrism, and reflection strengthens it. 
–  …[It] turns man in upon himself and…separates him from all that troubles him     

and afflicts him.  
–   It allows people to think “at the sight of a suffering man,                               

‘Perish if you will; I am safe and sound.’ ” (6)  

»  Rationalism tends to go hand in hand with individualism,              
as we will discuss further next class. 19 



Overall, Rousseau thinks Hobbes’ view of the origin of society, 
•  according to which people “threw themselves unconditionally                        

and for all time into the arms of an absolute master”,  

–  …is less reasonable than his own view,  
•  where subjection to the rule of powerful monarchs comes about 

only as an unfortunate outcome of societal development. 
 

 

Ø On Hobbes’ view, people chose to submit themselves to the 
dangers of absolute power held by a supreme leader,        
because they reason that it is in their best interest to do so. 

•  As Rousseau puts it, on Hobbes’ view “the first means                
of providing for the common security dreamed up by proud & 
unruly men was to rush headlong into slavery” 

Ø  Rousseau counters that this would be contrary to reason. 

•  “…why did they give themselves over to superiors,                                              
if not to defend themselves against oppression…?  
–  …would it not have been contrary to good sense to begin                                    

by surrendering into the hands of a leader the only things   
for whose preservation they needed his help?” 
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Rousseau insists that: 

Ø  “…people have given themselves leaders in order to defend 
their liberty and not to enslave themselves.” (12) 

–  He insists that reason will always prevent us from submitting 
ourselves to the absolute power of a sovereign ruler. 

•  Subjecting ourselves to a monarch with unlimited power      
is too risky for us to choose it deliberately & rationally. 

 

He advises that people should devise democratic governments   
to correct for the societal ills caused by rule of the strongest. 
 

•  His vision is for government                                                               
to not interfere with the operation of our natural pity, 

•  and to uphold equality between all citizens. 

Ø  Unfortunately, by “all citizens”,                                          
Rousseau probably meant all white, male citizens;  

Ø  women & minorities were not recognized as                       
deserving of political rights or representation in his era. 

»  We’ll examine the consequences of this            
male-centric bias next class. 21	  


