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Both Thomas Hobbes and John Locke based their theories of political authority, state legitimacy

and social justice on the idea of a social contract. The basis of this idea is a simple one: justice

requires people to keep their agreements. If I sign a contract agreeing to teach so many classes on

social and political philosophy in exchange for payment by the university, then I act wrongly if I

decide not to teach the classes just because doing so turns out to interfere with my gardening plans.

Likewise, provided I keep the terms of my contract, the university cannot later refuse to pay me on

the grounds that it would now prefer to spend the money on ice-cream. The terms of the contract

are binding on both parties.

Hobbes and Locke argued that we can think of society itself as based on a social contract. Whereas

an employment contract is made within the legal framework provided by an existing society, the

social contract is the basis of society itself. They therefore ask us to imagine what life was, or would

have been, like before any society at all. They then argue that people would be rationally required to

agree to the terms of a social contract. People are then bound by the terms of that contract and this

justifies the use of state power to enforce its terms e.g. by punishing those who break society’s laws.

Before society, people are said to be in the state of nature. Hobbes’s and Locke’s pictures of

the state of nature differ in several ways. These differences have implications for their conclusions

about the nature of the social contract and the form society should take.

Briefly explain one difference between the state of nature as Hobbes describes it and the state of

nature as Locke describes it. How does this difference affect their conclusions about the nature of the

social contract and/or the society which it brings into existence?

When responding to weekly prompts, you do not need to include an introduction or conclusion.

You do not have enough words for that!

You do not need to seek outside sources when completing this assignment and I recommend not

doing so but any you do use should be properly cited.

Write about 300–400 words and include a word count. Your assignment should be typed if at all

possible. You should include full references so that I know which versions of texts you have read. Please

bring two copies to class.

The Centre’s Student Handbook (available from Reception) explains the basics of formatting

citations and references (§6 4.3–4.6 pp. 56–61) and includes a pointer to the university’s guides at

http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/insrv/educationandtraining/guides/citingreferences/index.html.

The handbook also explains what plagiarism is and strategies for avoiding it (§6 4.3 pp. 46–51).

You should read this if you are in any doubt whatsoever about these matters. I will be happy to answer

any further questions you may have.
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