


(1)

POL-05-I-1016
GAUHATI UNIVERSITY

Institute of Distance and Open Learning

M.A. First Semester

(under CBCS)

POLITICAL SCIENCE

Paper: POL 1016

WESTERN POLITICAL THOUGHT

 

Contents:

Block I : Fundamentals of Modern Political Thinkers

Unit 1: Renaissance and its impact on political theory

Unit 2: Machialvelli: As a Child of Renaissance, Ideas of State

Unit 3: Machiavelli: Morality and Politics, Attributes of a Ruler as advocated

in The Prince

Block II : Early Manifestation of Liberalism: Social Contract Tradition

Unit 1: Thomas Hobbes: State of Nature, Human Nature, Social Contract

Unit 2: Thomas Hobbes : Natural Rights and Absolute Sovereignty

Unit 3: John Locke :State of Nature, Human Nature, Social Contract

Unit 4: John Locke: Natural Right, and Limited Government

Unit 5: J.J Rousseau: State of Nature, Human Nature Social Contract

Unit 6: J.J RousseauGeneral Will and Democracy

Block III : Changing Discourse of Liberal Theory

Unit 1: Jeremy Bentham: Utilitarianism

Unit 2: J.S. Mill: Utilitarianism, Concept of State

Unit 3: J. S. Mill:  Concept of Liberty, Representative Government Subjection

of Women

Block IV: 4 Marxist Tradition and contemporary political thinkers

Unit 1: Karl Marx: Dialectical Materialism, Alienation, Theory of State

Unit 2: Karl Marx: Economic determinism, Class Struggle, Surplus Value

Unit 3: V. I. Lenin : As a Marxist, Main Ideas

Unit 4: V.I. Lenin: Views on Imperialism, State and Revolution

Unit 5: Antonio Gramsci-Hegemony

Unit 6 : Simone De Beauvoir- Patriarchy



(2)

Contributors:

Dr. Barnalee Choudhury Block: I (Unit- 1,2,3)

Asst. Prof. GUIDOL Block II : (Units- 2, 4, 5 & 6)

Dr. Chayanika Sarma Block: II (Unit- 1 & 3) Block : III: (Unit 1)

Asst. Prof. GUIDOL Block: IV (Unit- 6)

Ajanta Sarma Block: III (Unit- 2,3)

Dr. Manas Pratim Barua Block: IV (Unit- 1, 4, 5)

DK College, Mirza

Chucheng-Fa-Gogoi Block: IV (Unit- 2)

Asst. Prof. North Lakhimpur College

Saidur Rahman Block: IV (Unit- 2)

Asst. Prof. BCM College

Course Coordination:

Prof. Dandadhar Sarma Director, IDOL, Gauhati University

Dr. Dhruba Pratim Sarma Associate Prof. Dept. of Political Science
Gauhati University

Cover Page Designing:

Bhaskar Jyoti Goswami IDOL, Gauhati University

ISBN:

August, 2021

© Copyright by IDOL, Gauhati University. All rights reserved. No part of this
work may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form
or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise.
Published on behalf of Institute of Distance and Open Learning, Gauhati
University by the Director, and printed at Gauhati University Press, Guwahati-
781014.



BLOCK I (UNIT 1) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

Block -I Fundamentals of Early Modern Political Thinkers 

Unit 1: Renaissance and its impact on political theory 

Contents: 
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1.5 Impact of Renaissance in different Areas 

1.6 Renaissance and Political theory 

1.7 Summing Up 

1.8 References and Suggested Readings 

1.1 Introduction 

We all are familiar with the common idea of Renaissance that take place in the fields of art, 

culture, science and technology and literature in the 14
th

 to 16
th

 centuries. The overall revival 

in these different fields during this period is known as Renaissance. In this unit we are 

discussing about Renaissance and its impact on political theory.  

 

1.2 Objectives: 

Before the advent of modern period, there was Renaissance in Europe which brought many 

changes in the social, cultural, political lives of the people. The Renaissance has brought 

unprecedented changes in the socio-political and cultural lives of the people. It is a process of 

reawakening. This unit discusses how Renaissance marks a discontinuation from the 

Medieval period in all spheres of lives. Further this unit also attempts to discuss Renaissance, 

Revolution and Reformation. Reading of this unit will help you to impact of Renaissance in 

different Areas and Renaissance and Political theory. 

This unit aims at analysing the process of Renaissance of Europe and its impact on the 

political theory. After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

• discuss the meaning and changes brought about by Renaissance 

• describe reformations and revolutions brought by Renaissance 

•examine the impact of Renaissance in Political theory 
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1.3 Medieval period and Renaissance 

 

The Medieval period which lasted for 1000 from about 500 A.D. to 1450 A.D. is described as 

Dark Phase for several reasons. This unit is an attempt to discuss the Renaissance that 

brought revolutionary changes in the thoughts and beliefs of the individuals.  

‘Renaissance’ connotes ‘Rebirth’. Here rebirth marked revival of social, cultural revival after 

the Dark phase of Medieval period. During the Early Middle ages the non-political activities 

predominated and political thought did not make any progress. There was conflict between 

state and the Church. Because of all these this period was often called the dark age of history. 

At first Renaissance began in Italy and later it influenced the whole of Europe.  The medieval 

period is marked with superstitions, narrow minded-ness and religious conservatism. The 

scientific outlook was totally missing in such an environment. Hence, this period is known as 

Dark Phase of history where there was almost no progress in art, literature and science.  

The term Middle Ages describes the period which is a deviation from the path of classical 

learning supposed to be reconnected by Renaissance scholarship. Originally, the term 

characterizes the Middle Ages as a period of intellectual darkness existing between the 

extinguishing of the light of Rome and the Renaissance or rebirth from the 14th century 

onwards. Today it is frequently applied only to the earlier part of the era, the Early Middle 

Ages. The Early Middle Ages exemplifies the trend of depopulation, de-urbanisation and 

increased barbarian invasion. During this period, barbarian Goths, Vandals and Huns invaded 

Europe from the north and east. They destroyed many fine buildings and works of art existing 

during the Roman period. During this period, knowledge survived only in monasteries and 

there were very few schools. Many of the old arts and crafts were lost and the phase is called 

the dark ages. 

 

This period witnessed the cultural and economic decline and disruption that took place in 

Western Europe following the decline of the Roman Empire. The concept of a dark age 

originated with the Italian scholar Petrarch in 1330’s and was originally intended as a 

criticism of the characteristics of Latin literature. Petrarch regarded the centuries since the fall 

of Rome as dark compared to the light of classical antiquity. Later, the historians restricted it 

between the Roman period and High Middle Ages. This period witnessed not only the lack of 

Latin literature but also the lack of contemporary written history, general demographic 

decline, limited building activity, and material cultural achievements in general. Christian 

writers including Petrarch himself used traditional metaphors of ‘Light versus Darkness’ to 

describe ‘Good versus Evil’. Petrarch wrote that history could be divided into two periods- 

the classic period of the Greeks and Romans followed by a time of darkness, in which he saw 

himself as still living. In the conclusion to his epic Africa written around 1343 he opined “my 
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fate is to live among varied and confusing storms. But for you perhaps, if as I hope and wish 

you will live long after me, there will follow a better age. This sleep of forgetfulness will not 

last for ever. When the darkness (8) has been dispersed, our descendants can come again in 

the former pure radiance”. (Petrarch, 134, Africa IX, 451-7). By the late 14th and early 15th 

centuries, humanists such as Leonardo Bruni believed that they had sensed the beginning of a 

third modern age. When the modern scholarly study of Middle Ages arose in the 19th 

century, the term ‘dark ages’ was widely used by historians. However, the early 20th century 

saw a radical re-evaluation of the Middle Ages as well as the question of the terminology of 

darkness. However, many historians are of the view that the Medieval period often seems 

‘dark’ to us because of the paucity of historical records compared with both earlier and later 

times. 

The public idea of the Middle Ages as the dark ages also reflected misconceptions regarding 

the study of nature during that period. The contemporary historians of science David C. 

Lindberg and Ronald Numbers discuss the widespread popular belief that the Middle Ages 

are a time of ignorance and superstitions, the blame for which is to be laid on Christian 

Church for allegedly placing the word of religious authorities over personal experience and 

rational activity. 

 

 

1.4 Renaissance, Revolution and Reformation 

According to historian H. G wells, the Renaissance actually emerged in the twelfth century 

and “there were many signs that the European intelligence was recovering courage and 

leisure.” 

As mentioned earlier, Renaissance, reformation has made the political, socio-cultural life 

upside down. Renaissance makes a drastic change in the whole thinking process of the 

individuals.  

Impact of Renaissance was huge in all sections of the society.  There was Revolutionary 

changes in the thinking process as well as outlook of all. We can say that scientists and 

reformers made significant contribution towards changing outlook and shedding the age old 

values and thoughts and thereby brought revival in the spirit of secular thoughts, scientific 

spirits.  

Renaissance created an atmosphere where everybody started questioning things and tried to 

justify everything with reason. Thus reason and rationality had replaced superstitions and 

conservativeness. There was a tendency to view everything from a scientific point of view 

and look into the world with inquisitiveness. People became critique of everything that did 

not have any scientific basis.  
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1.5 Impact of Renaissance in different Areas 

 

Thus we can see Renaissance had touched all aspects of the lives of the individuals. In the 

political fields also there were marked differences from the Medieval period. Because of 

awakening and faith in rationality, people from all sections become more aware of their rights 

and obligations. Such consciousness had resulted in more and more demand for rights and 

privileges in the society.  

 

Thus, Renaissance paved the way for establishing a modern world free from superstitious 

beliefs and unscientific concepts and conservative outlooks. In this period, Scientists, 

Philosophers, Political theorists, economists, historians all started challenging the old ideas 

and contributed towards creating a modern world.   

Now, there are different opinions regarding the areas where Renaissance took place. Most of 

the thinkers are of the opinion that Renaissance has taken place in art, literature, architecture, 

sciences. However, Ebenstein has given a broader concept of Renaissance. According to him, 

Renaissance took place in all the fields of social life. For him, Renaissance is the 

consequence of any single work of Art of any intellectual, rather it is the discovery of man. 

Thus, according to him, “Renaissance is not confined to any particular intellectual field, but 

in all fields of human knowledge and enquiry.”  

 

Renaissance created a situation where people from different fields were inspired to search for 

new knowledge. It activated the minds of the people and they stared challenging everything 

on the basis of rationality and secular beliefs. Leonardo DA Vinci is an important figure of 

Renaissance period. He had made significant contribution in the fields of Art, Architecture, 

engineering, painting and human biology too.  

Another important name of this period is Nicolaus Copernicus. He was born in 1473. He is 

known for his contribution in physics, astronomy, mathematics, economics and diplomacy. 

He challenged the established teachings of the Church that the Sun revolves around the Earth.  

Thus his views on the Universe and the solar system are the most important contributions to 

the Modern World.  

 

Another important figure of Renaissance period is F. Petrarca. Born in 1304, Petrarca who is 

also known as Petrarch contributed significantly with his ideas of humanism in the initial 

phase of Renaissance in Italy. He hold the idea that God has given humans their intellectual 

and creative potential to be used to the fullest.  

 It was also believed that there was lack of intelligence among the rulers and education was 

neglected. Moreover, this unit will 
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Ideas of Renaissance have profoundly influenced Machiavelli to a large extent and he is 

regarded as the ‘Child of Renaissance’. In the first unit of this block, we have discussed the 

development of political theory in the medieval period. Machiavelli’s writings deviate from 

medieval thinking marking a significant break and therefore he is also known as the ‘first 

modern political thinker’. Renaissance was a transition period between the medieval era and 

the modern world. Renaissance stands for rebirth or revival. Thus, Renaissance signifies a 

rebirth of the human spirit in the attainment of liberty, self-confidence and optimism. It 

stands for the essential goodness of the individual, the beauty and the glory of the earth, the 

significance of the supernatural and the importance of the present etc. During Renaissance, 

Italy witnessed intense political turmoil affecting and involving the dominant city states of 

Florence, Milan, Venice etc and the Holy Roman Empire. Affirming the dignity and 

excellence of the individuals, Humanism is the cornerstone of Renaissance began in the later 

half of the 14th century. Thus, Renaissance stands for a return to a pre-Christian attitude 

towards humans, God and nature and signals a breakdown of a unified Christian society. As a 

child of Renaissance, Machiavelli’s writings reflect a secular approach to politics. Thus, his 

writings make a departure from the medieval writings controlled by the church. Therefore, it 

can be said that Machiavelli’s writings are free from the influences of theology and religion. 

 

The Renaissance is also a period of great geographical discoveries leading to the 

development of the concepts of nationalism and nations. Power becomes an important subject 

of study in this period. Machiavelli also emphasizes the concept of power in his writings. 

However, it needs to be mentioned that the political situation prevailing in Italy at that time 

has also influenced the writings of Machiavelli. The political turmoil in Italy due to the 

imperial domination of countries like France, Germany and Spain has been influential as 

Machiavelli values the freedom of his country most. 

 

Another characteristic of Renaissance is empiricism. Thinkers of the period emphasised on 

drawing conclusions after physical verifications. Thus, it is against superstitions and religious 

beliefs.  

The Renaissance signified a rebirth of the human spirit in the attainment of the liberty, self-

confidence and optimism. In contradiction to the medieval view, which had envisaged the 

human being as fallen and depraved in an evil world with the devil at the centre, the 

Renaissance captured the Greek ideal of essential goodness of the individual, the beauty and 

glory of the earth, the joy of existence, the supernatural and the importance of the 

present(Mukherjj and Ramaswamy…) 
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1.6 Renaissance and Political theory: 

 

Political theory is, quite simply, man’s attempts to consciously understand and solve the 

problems of his group life and organisation….(it) is the disciplined investigation of political 

problems…not only to show what a political practice is, but also to show what it means. In 

showing what a practice means, or what it ought to mean, political theory can alter what it 

is… (Sabine 1973).   

 

Contemporary political theory focuses research on actualities, that is, on the disclosure of 

facts and their relationships. Modern political theory is considered as “the master discipline 

whereby the science of politics is to be unified, systematised and empirical investigation 

oriented and guided.” 

The main concern of contemporary political theorists is to end political as an exercise in 

intellectual history and replace it by a search for the development of general principles which 

give meaning and life to political science.  

Modern political theory is growing and developing. Political theory now includes the study of 

circumstances and environments, individual and family. Contemporary theory puts emphasis 

on the inter-disciplinary approach. Modern political theory has very liberally borrowed not 

only from social sciences but from natural sciences.  

Modern political theory is still in formulative stages. Political theory is needed by the public 

to know about a form of government and the legitimacy of the rulers.  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Stop to Consider:  

Now let us have an idea about Political theory. Theory is usually understood as a causal 

relationship between end and means. P. Jenkins is of the view that ‘ a theory about anything 

is an abstracted generalisation. We often use the term ‘political theory’ in the study of 

political science. David Easton put emphasis on the study of political theory. According to 

some scholars, Political theory comprehends the political science as well as political 

philosophy. However, political thinkers like Sabine, Dunning have used the term ‘poiltical 

theory’ as a synonym of ‘political thought’ which stands for ideas expressed by different 

political philosophers in chronological order. However, we can say that political theory is 

concerned with analysis of issues/problems relating to state, sovereignty, rights, democracy, 

equality, justice etc.  

In Political theory we usually find three types of statements:  

1. Empirical statement: based on observation.  

2. Logical statement: based on reasoning 

3. Evaluative statement: based on value judgement 
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Scope of political theory ranges from statement on nature of state to sovereignty, political 

ideologies to different forms of government, from different ideas like freedom, equality, 

justice to division of power in the society. Political theory thus sometimes paves the way for 

acquiring new knowledge.  

Again, Political theory may be divided into normative and empirical theory. The normative 

theory suggests the mode/means by which an imperfect political or social order can be made 

perfect. The advocators of normative theory suggest ways to reform different systems, 

institutions etc.  

On the other hand, empirical and descriptive theory is concerned with things like state 

structure, political process etc. This type of study may be based upon observation. While 

discussing empirical theories we must mention about behaviouralists.  The neo-empiricists 

are concerned in drawing generalisations from the data collected and also constructing 

models through which the interpretation of political process can be made with scientific 

accuracy. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

As we have already learnt Renaissance brought revolutionary changes in different aspects of 

human lives. The political thinkers also tried to investigate political problems with a scientific 

look. As a result, different political theories emerged. It has paved the way for empiricism in 

different studies including social sciences. Francis Bacon is known as the father of 

empiricism in the renaissance period.  

Here we must remember that Renaissance provided the platform for the rise of secular 

political philosophy after a century of theological political thought. While discussing about 

the emergence of secular political outlook we must mention the name of Machiavelli. Before 

that Medieval political philosophy in Europe was highly influenced by Christian thinking.  

Check Your Progress:  

1. Why medieval period is called ‘Dark phase’ of history?  

2. What do you mean by Renaissance? 

3. Write True or False 

a). Renaissance brought changes in political field only. 

b). Copernicuschallenged the established teachings of the Church that the Sun 

revolves around the Earth. 

 

1.7 Summing Up:  

After reading this unit we have learnt that the Renaissance has brought changes in scientific 

ideas and beliefs as well as outlook towards life. It touched almost all aspects of human lives. 

Because of that, Renaissance is considered as rebirth and reawakening. It marked a departure 

from the medieval period which was characterised by superstitious beliefs and unscientific 

approach. Renaissance created an atmosphere for empirical investigations. 
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2.1 Introduction: 

The Florentine statesman and political philosopher, Niccolo Machiavelli is regarded as the 

founder of realist political philosophy. He was one of the greatest writers produced by Italy in 

the sixteenth century. Machiavelli is an advocate of Republican Government and supports 

citizen armies, division of power and restraint of government expenditure for the liberty of 

the republic. Machiavelli contributes to political theory through The Prince, a treatise on 

statecraft. Written in 1513, The Prince is famous as a practical guide which justifies the use 

of various expediencies in the ruling of a state.  

Machiavelli’s work helps the ruler to exercise political power and his ideas are relevant till 

today. In this book Machiavelli has argued that it is the skill of the leader that determines the 

success of a state. The second book The Art of War (1520) offers a detailed exploration of the 

acquisition, maintenance and use of military force in a state. Besides his contributions to the 

political philosophy, Machiavelli is also remembered for his historical writings, short stories 

as well as comedies. He is one of the first political philosophers to study Political Science on 

the basis of historical actions. This unit will focus on Machiavelli’s ideas on human nature 

and state of nature. His ideas on Morality and religion are also discussed in this unit.  

Moreover, we will also discuss at length Machiavelli’s advices to the prince which are 

relevant as the practical guide to the exercise of political power by any ruler.  

2.2 Objectives: 

Machiavelli, the noted political philosopher has contributed to the political theory by 

advocating a secular approach to politics. During the Elizabethan period, his name is 

associated with treachery, murder, cruelty, atheism and Elizabethan literature is replete with 

the example of a character type called Machiavel who is often viewed as an embodiment of 

evil. But the contribution of Machiavelli in the form of the treatise on statecraft is manifested 

till today. In this unit we will discuss the relevance of Machiavelli’s ideas as well as his 

contribution to political theory. After reading this unit you will be able to:  

• examine the impact of Renaissance on Machiavelli 
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• discuss Machiavelli’s ideas on Human Nature 

• analyse Machiavelli’s ideas on State 

 

2.3 Impact of Renaissance on Machiavelli: 

Before discussing the ideas of Machiavelli, it is pertinent to know the circumstances and 

conditions that shaped the ideas of Machiavelli. The ideas of Renaissance have profoundly 

influenced Machiavelli to a large extent and he is regarded as the ‘Child of Renaissance’. In 

the first unit of this block, we have discussed about Renaissance and its impact on political 

theory. Machiavelli’s writings deviate from medieval thinking marking a significant break 

and therefore he is also known as the ‘first modern political thinker’.  

 

The beginning of 16
th

 century witnessed a revolution. As a result of which medieval 

institutions had to give place to new institutions in conformity with the spirit of time. Thus, 

darkness of medieval period is gradually removed with this spirit of revolution. This 

revolution has reduced the Church to the position of a voluntary association or a part of 

national government.  

We have already learnt that Renaissance was a transition period between the medieval era 

and the modern world. Renaissance stands for rebirth or revival. Thus, Renaissance signifies 

a rebirth of the human spirit in the attainment of liberty, self-confidence and optimism. It 

stands for the essential goodness of the individual, the beauty and the glory of the earth, the 

significance of the supernatural and the importance of the present etc. Affirming the dignity 

and excellence of the individuals, Humanism is the cornerstone of Renaissance that began in 

the later half of the 14th century. Thus, Renaissance stands for a return to a pre-Christian 

attitude towards humans, God and nature and signals a breakdown of a unified Christian 

society. As a child of Renaissance, Machiavelli’s writings reflect a secular approach to 

politics. Thus, his writings make a departure from the medieval writings controlled by the 

church. Therefore, it can be said that Machiavelli’s writings are free from the influences of 

theology and religion.  

During Renaissance, Italy witnessed intense political turmoil affecting and involving the 

dominant city states of Florence, Milan, Venice etc and the Holy Roman Empire.  Italy was 

culturally vibrant and creative but because of internal divisions there was every possibility 

that it would fall prey to the imperial ambitions of French, German and Spanish. According 

to Sabine, Italian society, “intellectually brilliant and artistically creative, more emancipated 

than many in Europe…was a prey to the worst political corruption and moral degradation.” 

(Sabine 1973). However, there was a political vacuum as the old feudal order was vanishing 

but new nation state as a sovereign political entity was yet to be established. In this situation, 

the main objective of Machiavelli’s writing was the unification of Italy so that the renaissance 

that were taking place in different areas of Art and culture of the country can be brought in 

political arena too and thereby establish and united and glorious Italy. Hence, freedom of the 

country and the common good had been the major themes of Machiavelli’s writings.  

Hence, we can say that he was guided by the spirit of Renaissance for which his political 

philosophy is scientific and empirical, based upon his own experience. Further, he was not 
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concerned whether ends are to be considered good or bad. Machiavelli had realised the 

importance of a ruler who could save Italy from the danger of internal strife and disunity. 

Further, though Machiavelli advocated for strong Prince, at the same time he also believed 

that the prince should patronise the distinguished ability in fine arts. For Machiavelli, Italy 

was facing a crisis period as there was vehement corruption in the society and necessary 

virtues were decaying. To build a strong and unified Italy, Machiavelli advocated for a strong 

Ruler. This revolutionary idea has impacted the process of Renaissance in Italy. 

The Renaissance is also a period of great geographical discoveries leading to the 

development of the concepts of nationalism and nations. Power becomes an important subject 

of study in this period. Machiavelli also emphasizes the concept of power in his writings. 

However, it needs to be mentioned that the political situation prevailing in Italy at that time 

has also influenced the writings of Machiavelli. The political turmoil in Italy due to the 

imperial domination of countries like France, Germany and Spain has been influential as 

Machiavelli values the freedom of his country most. Hence, it is clear to you now that 

Machiavelli is a product of Renaissance. The impact of Renaissance on Machiavelli can be 

traced in Laski’s opinion “the whole of the Renaissance is in Machiavelli” (Laski 1936:31). 

Impact of Renaissance on Machiavelli is evident from his departure from medieval thinking 

and his effort to make his writing free from religious domination. Hence, many scholars are 

of the view that renaissance has produced one of the greatest political thinkers –Niccolo 

Machiavelli.  

 

 

SAQ: Do you think Machiavelli exemplifies the Renaissance philosophy of humanism? 

Justify your view. (30+50 words)  

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

 

 

Stop to Consider:  

Life Sketch of Machiavelli Machiavelli was born in Florence, Italy on May 3, 1469. His 

father’s name was Bernardo di Niccolo Machiavelli and his mother’s name was Bartolommea 

di Stefano Nelli. His father was a civil lawyer. Along with humanist education, He was also 

taught Grammar, Rhetoric and Latin. He entered Florentine government in its diplomatic 

service. At the age of 29, he became the Secretary to the Second Chancery with the 

responsibilities of handling foreign affairs – diplomatic, administrative and military. His 

service as a diplomat gave him insights into the actual working of politics. As a diplomat he 

travelled the major centres of Italy as well as the royal court of France. Machiavelli has been 

termed as ‘The murderous Machiavel’ by William Shakespeare as he sanctions the use of 

deception, cruelty, force, violence etc for achieving the desired political ends. In 1512, with 

the change in government in Florence, Machiavelli becomes a direct victim of the regime and 
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he is placed under the form of internal exile on the charge of conspiring against the ruling 

Medici family. At the later stage of his life, Machiavelli comes closer to Medici family. In 

1520 he is assigned to compose a History of Florence. History of Florence is completed in 

1525 and Machiavelli dies in June 1527.  

 

 2.4 Machiavelli’s Idea on human nature 

Machiavelli is regarded as one of the important political philosophers. However, he has also 

dealt with certain non-political problems. In the previous section, we have discussed 

Machiavelli’s view on state. He mainly discusses the human nature in his famous book The 

Prince. The following lines of Machiavelli offer an idea of his views on human nature. “Men 

in general…are ungrateful, voluble, dissemblers, anxious to avoid danger, and covetous of 

gain; as long as you benefit them, they are entirely yours,” but their “love is held by a chain 

of obligation which, men being selfish, is broken whenever it serves their purpose” (The 

Prince, p: 61, 1950)  

 

Machiavelli has depicted a very dark picture of human nature. His idea of human nature 

contradicts the belief and thoughts of humanists. In some occasions, he has gone to the extent 

of equating human nature with animal nature. According to him, individuals are wicked, 

selfish and egoistic. For Machiavelli, man is self-centred and greedy and he seeks his own 

interest rather than anybody else. Individuals do well only when they are under compulsion 

or there is some personal gain. Therefore, according to Machiavelli, government is founded 

upon the weakness and insufficiency of the individuals who cannot protect themselves 

against the attack of others without the power of the state.  

Machiavelli considers individuals to be men are always in a condition of strife and 

competition. They are greedy who work for profit only. He also believes that individuals lack 

honesty and justice. He also believes that Therefore, he is prepared to work against collective 

interests provided their own interests clash with them. Moreover, individuals are timid and 

always try to follow established customs without opting for resistance. Thus, they always 

follow a middle path avoiding all kinds of dangers. Being very greedy, individuals love 

property more than their kiths and kins. Machiavelli states that an individual can easily 

forgive the murder of his father, but never forgives the seizure of property. The individuals 

remain dissatisfied and unsatisfied. They always desire power, glory and material well-being. 

Such ambitions make man dissatisfied and discontent.  

In this way, according to Machiavelli, human beings are selfish, ungrateful, ambitious, anti-

social and anarchical. Such nature of human beings get reflected in politics too. Machiavelli 

is of the view that, ‘men are in general bad, and that the wiser ruler will construct his policies 

on this assumption. He is criticized for his views on human nature. We all know that human 

beings are not as bad as Machiavelli has portrayed. So, it can be said that Machiavelli’s 

portrayal of human nature is only partial which fails to give us a complete picture. However, 

as we have already studied, Machiavelli is a product of his time. He belongs to a period when 

Italy is divided into small fragments. Therefore, he advocates for a strong ruler who is aware 

of the inherent bad qualities of human beings. Machiavelli points out the negative qualities of 
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the human beings so that the ruler can check the wicked nature of the individuals and 

establish a strong and stable nation.  

 

 

2.5 Machiavelli’s ideas on State: 

Machiavelli is considered to be the first political thinker who formulates the modern concept 

of state. However, it needs to be mentioned here that Machiavelli does not try to define state. 

He does not even try to justify the existence of the state. The state of Machiavelli may be 

understood as an impersonal form of rule possessing a monopoly of coercive authority within 

a set of territorial boundary. Therefore, it can be said that Machiavelli’s views on state can be 

found when he describes the functions of the rulers, or how a ruler retains and controls 

power. Moreover, Machiavelli has also dealt with the necessary qualities required for a strong 

republic. From these ideas of Machiavelli, we can get a picture of his idea of a state. We have 

already learnt that Machiavelli’s approach to politics has been secular. Hence, he considers 

state as a secular entity that has no connection whatsoever with any religious authority. Thus, 

according to Machiavelli, the state is independent with no obligation. To Machiavelli, a state 

exists to fulfill the desire for security of the person and property and it should try and 

augment the territory and power for itself. 

 Machiavelli does not agree with the medieval thinking that the power of the state is a single 

whole and can be centrally controlled. As a believer in liberty, he prefers republic over 

monarchy. He does not believe in the rule of aristocracy since he considers it as an instrument 

to loot the ordinary and impoverished people by a few. Therefore, Machiavelli is of the view 

that a well-ordered state should not allow the rich to buy offices. However, he also believes 

that an independent and courageous group of people is required for a proper functioning of a 

republic. Again, it must be remembered here that while discussing State, Machiavelli is 

particularly concerned with the small Italian republic. He also believes that the major 

function of the state is the preservation of person and property. To him, the prince or the ruler 

controls the state as he is imposed with the power to rule. Hence, the character and 

performance of the government to a large extent depends on the personal qualities of the ruler 

or the prince. The state should always create the environment where the deserving gets the 

opportunity to flourish. He identified the state with government or with its personal head.  

 

 As mentioned earlier, Machiavelli deals with the state mainly in his celebrated work The 

Prince. He tries to identify the state with the government or the head of the state. In another 

work, L’Artedella Guerra (The Art of War), he offers extensive advice on the acquisition, 

management, and employment of the army for the war. Machiavelli emphasizes the 

importance of good laws, religion and a citizen army as the support structures for a stable and 

strong state. He further states that an army should consist of the citizens of the state between 

the ages of 17-40 having physical training in arms and military skills as well as the zeal to 

fight for the country. He defends war in the interest of the state as well as in the interest of the 

people for protecting their liberty and independence. We have already learnt that Machiavelli 

gives due importance to power and emphasizes the proper use of power by the ruler. 

However, he is against the use of violence for personal reasons. He considers violence 
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necessary to rule in a successful state. As one of the formulators of the concept of modern 

nation state, Machiavelli strongly believes that common language and common culture play 

very important role in the development of a modern nation state. He opines that retention of 

the newly acquired territories becomes easy with one common language, tradition and 

culture.  

 

Stop to Consider:  

Major Works of Machiavelli Machiavelli is regarded as the founder of modern political 

philosophy. His major works are as follows: The Prince (1513): In this book, Machiavelli has 

offered certain advices to the ruler. All these advices are meant for preserving the power of 

the ruler as well as to expand the territory. He has advised the prince for judicious use of 

violence by respecting the private property and traditions of the subjects. During 

Renaissance, Italy witnesses intense political conflicts and violence in largescale. The Prince 

is written in this backdrop and therefore all the advices incorporated in the book are meant for 

strengthening the state and establishing a strong ruler. In the conclusion of the book, 

Machiavelli calls for Italian unity and end of foreign intervention. Discourses on the First Ten 

Books of Titus Livius (1513-21): In this book, Machiavelli emphasizes that for the survival 

of a republic, a spirit of patriotism and civic virtue must foster among the citizens. Thus, this 

book imparts the lesson on the structure of a republic i.e. how a republic should be started 

and structured including the provisions of checks and balances. His other works include: A 

Discourse About the Provision of Money (1502) Portrait of the Affairs of Germany (1508-

1512) Portrait of the Affairs of France (1510) The Art of War, (on high military science) 

(1519-1520) The Mandrake (a five-act prose comedy with a verse prologue) (1518) A 

Discourse About the Reforming of Florence (1520)  

 

Check Your Progress:  

1. Why is Machiavelli regarded as the ‘Child of Renaissance’?  

2. Discuss briefly Machiavelli’s idea of state. 

 3. How does Machiavelli depict the human nature? Do you agree with Machiavellian idea of 

human nature?  

 

2.6 Summing up: 

After reading this unit, you are now in a position to discuss Machiavelli’s ideas on Human 

nature andState. We have also learnt from this unit that Machiavelli is hailed as the child of 

Renaissance which has brought changes in socio-cultural and scientific fields of Italy. 

Moreover, he has also witnessed the turmoil prevailing in Italy for which he advises the 

prince to follow certain rules. He characterizes man to be self-centred and not willing to act 

in the best interest of the state. Thus, from this unit we have learn that Machiavelli depicts a 

dark picture of human nature which goes against the thinking of humanists. Many political 

thinkers have criticised Machiavelli for his ideas, But we must conclude that he is the child of 

his time and therefore considering the prevailing situations he put forwarded his ideas.  
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3.1 Introduction  

In the previous unit we have dealt with some of the ideas of Machiavelli. We have learnt how 

his ideas were shaped by the Renaissance that was taking place in Europe. He was one of the 

important political philosophers of Italy. However, he was criticised for sanctioning the use 

of deception, cruelty, force, violence for achieving political ends. William Shakespeare had 

gone to the extent of calling him ‘the murderous Machiavel’ for putting forward these ideas. 

However, as we have already discussed, Machiavelli was the child of his time and therefore 

he was influenced by the political events that were occurring in his time in Italy.  

In this unit we shall make an attempt to study Machiavelli’s ideas on morality and politics as 

well as his suggestions to Prince.  

 

3.2 Objectives:  

The Florentine Scholar Niccolo Machiavelli adopted a secular approach while discussing 

different political ideas. He was mainly concerned with making Italy strong and unified. For 

that he had advocated for a strong ruler who can demonstrate his strength whenever 

necessary. This unit will help you to comprehend these ideas of Machiavelli. After reading 

this unit you will be able to: 

• discuss Machiavelli’s ideas on morality and politics 

• examine his views on Religion 

• explain attributes of a Rulers as advocated by Machiavelli 
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3.3 Machiavelli on Morality and Politics: 

While discussing the concept of morality first of all we must remember that Machiavelli 

differentiates between public and private morality and assigns the former a preferential place 

and position over the latter. He is very seriously concerned with the display of high moral 

standards and qualities in public life. According to Machiavelli, a successful ruler should also 

aim at acquiring, maintaining, consolidating and increasing power. Therefore, to achieve that 

end Machiavelli even supports the use of immoral or wicked ways.  

Thus,  Machiavelli firmly believes that the end justifies the means. For achieving the ends, 

Machiavelli advocates two different sets of moralities for the rulers and subjects. According 

to him, an individual may follow different moral values like independence, purity, loyalty and 

trust. However, a ruler may follow different norms and values for conducting the affairs of 

the state successfully. Thus, we can see that Machiavelli distinguishes private morality from 

public morality.Again, according to Machiavelli the morality of the state is different from the 

morality of the individuals. According to Machiavelli, state morality can be termed as the 

morality of success while the private individuals should display the high moral standards. He 

again states that a ruler can be compassionate, humane, loyal, and honest and may conform to 

the high standards of morality like compassion, good faith and honesty in times of stability in 

the state. However, in times of strife, chaos and disorder, these high standards of moralities 

will lead to the destruction of the state. So, we can say that Machiavelli strongly promotes a 

secular society and feels that morality is not necessary but stands in the way of an effectively 

governed principality. The unstable condition of Italy is the major reason behind 

Machiavelli’s belief. 

 

Machiavelli’s views on Politics can be mainly found in his discussions on the functions of the 

rulers. He had elaborately discussed how a ruler retains and controls power. In the following 

section we shall discuss in detail Machiavelli’s idea regarding the attributes of a Ruler. For 

him, a ruler should emphasize on the consolidation and enhancement of power as well as 

betterment of his subjects. Therefore, he has advocated for a different perspective of morality 

for the rulers. In the words of Machiavelli: I will even venture to say that (the virtues) 

damage a prince who possesses them and always observes them, but if he seems to have them 

they are useful. I mean that he should seem compassionate, trustworthy, humane, honest and 

religious, and actually be so; but yet he should have his mind so trained that, when it is 

necessary not to practice these virtues, he can change to the opposite and do it skillfully. 

(Machiavelli 1950:85) Machiavelli has faced severe criticisms from various political thinkers 

for his views morality. Thinker like Strauss considers him as a teacher of evil. 

 

Thus, we can conclude that Machiavelli’s thinking is different from other medieval thinkers. 

He has made the first attempt to separate religion from politics. He keeps politics above 

everything and religion and morality are given a subordinate place to politics. Again, he does 

not believe in divine law and makes the church a part of state, but not independent of state. It 

must be remembered here that the ideas of Machiavelli are shaped only by the time and 

situations where he lived. He is of the firm belief that religion and morality cannot play a 

significant role in the Italian politics of his time.  
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SAQ: Do you think morality is necessary for the art of statecraft? Justify your argument with 

reference to Machiavelli’s views on morality. (50+50 words) 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

...............................................................................................  

 

 

3.4 Machiavelli on Religion  

Machiavelli is born in the period of Renaissance. Before him, medieval thinkers emphasise 

on religion and consider it to be the basis of the state. Machiavelli makes a departure from his 

predecessors of medieval period by attacking the Church and the clergy for their failure to 

provide moral inspiration. He discusses on religion and its role in the formation and 

maintenance of political authority in his celebrated works, ‘The Prince and The Discourses’. 

In the medieval period the state is believed to serve as a department of the church and as such 

church fathers assume supremacy over the affairs of the state. They consider the sanction of 

the church as important for the functioning of the state. They compare the role of the church 

with that of the soul and say that as soul has the supremacy over the body so the church 

enjoys supremacy over the state.  

 

Machiavelli has made an attempt to divorce religion from politics and speaks against the 

supremacy of church over the state. Therefore, he is seen as propagating anti-Church. 

However, we must remember that Machiavelli is not against religion. Contrary to medieval 

thinkers, he tries to subordinate religion to the state. He considers religion as necessary not 

only for the social life of man but also for the health and prosperity of the state. However, he 

does not consider religion to be the end in itself. Thus, to Machiavelli, state is always the end 

and religion should only serve the interest of the state. He thus differs from the views of 

Aristotle and Plato who consider state from the ethical points of view. Therefore, according 

to him, the actions of the state cannot be questioned by individuals or be judged by individual 

moral standards.  

 

According to Machiavelli, religion is good only when it establishes peace. Thus, religion is a 

social force but not a spiritual force. He views religion from a utilitarian perspective. It plays 

a very significant role in the society through its concepts of rewards and punishment which in 

turn help in inducing proper behaviour and good conduct necessary for the well-being of the 

society. He advises the prince to take steps to cultivate belief in religion, even if he is not a 

believer in religion. Thus, it can be said that Machiavelli is the first thinker to look upon 

religion as a coercive force. Thus, Machiavelli admires qualities like courage, self-

assertiveness, ambition, intelligence and strength of the ruler. Because of his beliefs in such 
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virtues he criticizes Christianity since it makes man charitable and weak, glorifies qualities 

like renunciation, humility, otherworldliness, charity, etc. however, at the same time, he 

retained the basic Christian views on the differences between good and evil. He advocates for 

a religion in Italy that can serve the interests of the state. It can also be said here that the 

rulers should always endorse religion in order to maintain power.  

 

SAQ: Why does Machiavelli think religion to be a coercive force? Elaborate the reasons given by 

Machiavelli to justify his view. (60+50 words) 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

...............................................................................................  

 

3.5 Attributes of a Ruler according to Machiavelli : 

In his most celebrated work The Prince, Machiavelli has discussed in detail the nature and 

skills necessary for the rulers. “…a prince must not have any objective nor any thought, nor 

take any art, other than the art of war and its ordering and discipline; because it is only art 

that pertains to him who commands. And it is of such virtue that not only does it maintain 

those who were born princes, but many times makes men rise to that rank from private 

station; and conversely one sees that when princes have thought more of delicacies than of 

arms, they have lost their state.” (Machiavelli, Niccolo, Ed. Angelo M. Codevilla. 1997) 

Written in 1513-14, the book is published posthumously in 1532. Dedicated to Lorenzo de 

Medici, The Prince offers practical advice on how to rule a city like sixteenth century 

Florence. We all know that Machiavelli is of the strong belief that a state is literally owned by 

the ruler. Therefore, according to him the nature of the governance is determined by the 

qualities and skills of the rulers. Through the book called ‘The Prince’ which consists of 26 

chapters, he has criticized the moralistic view of authority. He differs from the various 

important political thinkers including Plato who try to draw a relationship between moral 

goodness and legitimate authority. According to Machiavelli, there is no moral basis to judge 

the legitimate and illegitimate uses of power. The real concern of a ruler is the acquisition 

and maintenance of power and goodness of the ruler does not ensure power.  

 

Machiavelli has warned the prince against excessive generosity, strictness or kindness and 

stressed the need for moderate behaviour (Mukherjee and Ramaswamy, 2007). He strongly 

believes that it is necessary for a successful ruler to know how power is to be used. 

Moreover, Machiavelli considers the relationship between the rulers and the ruled as similar 

to the one between father and the children. He also believes that the state is the highest 

association in the society and therefore, individuals should merge themselves for the interests 

of the state. Machiavelli considers the virtuous and stable state as the greatest moral good and 

therefore any action to protect the country is justified.  
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In his famous work The Prince, Machiavelli deals with the art of ruling state offering advice 

to the rulers to maintain and if possible enhance power. He considers sound law and strong 

military forces as the two strong pillars of a successful state. He states that ‘….a wise prince 

should establish himself on that which is his own control and not in that of others; he must 

endeavour to avoid hatred, and is noted.’(Machiavelli: The Prince: Chapter XVII. 

Constitution.org. Retrieved 2009-04-08, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The Prince) He 

emphasizes strong military power and fortifications for the defence of the state. He believes 

that a self-sufficient prince should be able to win any enemy on the battlefield. Thus, the 

main concern of a prince is war. Machiavelli also favours hunting by the prince for keeping 

his body fit. Again, for intellectual strength Machiavelli advises the prince to study the life of 

great military men to imitate their success and avoid their mistakes. Again, Machiavelli does 

not want the prince to be very generous towards his subjects. According to Machiavelli, such 

generosity will only increase the greed of the ruler. So, he believes that guarding against 

people’s hatred is more important than building up a reputation for generosity. Therefore, the 

prince should carefully deal with the finance without being more generous. Again, 

Machiavelli says that it is better for the prince to be feared than loved. However, it is the duty 

of a prince to ensure that he is not feared to the point of hatred. He also believes that fear is 

necessary for uniting the troops also. For commanding the respect of the soldiers the prince 

can be cruel at times. “….a prince must not care about the infancy of cruelty in order to keep 

his subjects united and faithful; because with very few examples he will be more merciful 

than those who, because of too much mercy, allow disorders to go on, from which spring 

killings and depredations: because this normalcy offend a whole collectivity, while those 

executions which come from the prince offend an individual.” (Pg. 61 Chapter 17, 

Machiavelli, Niccolò, Ed. Angelo M. Codevilla. 1997) The prince should also try to keep his 

words because a prince is praised for keeping words. However, he is also praised for the 

illusion of keeping words. Hence, according to Machiavelli a prince should not unnecessarily 

break the words. He must seem to be generous while spending money, appear to be 

compassionate while ruling the armies cruelly, and act with great cunning while cultivating a 

reputation for integrity.  

 

Again, according to Machiavelli, the Prince should not interfere in the affairs of the property 

and women of his subjects for interference in these affairs may affect men’s sensibilities 

leading to resistance by them. Besides, he should possess good leadership qualities. He 

should choose competent advisors to assist in the governance. The first and foremost duty of 

a prince according to Machiavelli is to try and expand state’s territory. He should also try to 

establish his image as the defender of weaker states. He has also advised the prince to play 

fox and lion. As a lion, he should be ready to act ruthlessly with courage. At the same time he 

should also handle the affairs with cunningness and shrewdness of a fox. Again, the prince 

should be cunning enough to detect the conspiracies of his enemies as well as courageous 

enough to fight against the enemies. A prince had to fight with the help of laws of civilized 

societies and force of the brutes.  

 

Regarding human nature Machiavelli is very critical too. Therefore, according to him, force is 

necessary to control the people who are wretched and dishonourable. In the words of 
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Machiavelli:  “as (men) are bad, and would not observe their faith with you, so you are not 

bound to keep faith with them” (The Prince: 64) ( Machiavelli 1950). For the purpose of 

defending the state against any conspiracy, the prince can spread the network of his 

intelligence and deception whenever necessary. He should also thoroughly and severely 

punish the conspirators. The prince has also to pay great deal of attention to the economic 

prosperity of his subjects. Because the prince can command respect of the people only when 

he can guarantee economic prosperity of his subjects. Thus, the success of a prince to a great 

extent is judged by the economic condition of the people living in the state. A prince should 

always aim at the glory of the state and his personal honours and dishonours are deeply 

associated with those of his state. Machiavelli places the prince above laws. The prince must 

be ready to protect the interest of the state at any cost. He is of the opinion that there should 

be two codes of conducts in the state, one for the individual and the other for the state. Both 

the conducts should not be combined at any stage. The prince should not follow any of these 

two conducts. In other words, the prince stands above all conducts. His major concern is to 

protect the interest of the state without bothering about the morality and immorality of the 

means to achieve those ends. Thus, we can see that Machiavelli has given tremendous power 

and authority to the prince. However, it must be remembered such power and authority is 

delegated to the prince for the protection of the state only. He has even gone to the extent of 

saying that the prince should exterminate the families of the rulers whose territories he wishes 

to possess. The members of the ruling families of such territories should be murdered so that 

they cannot plan any revenge in the future. 

 

3.6 Machiavelli’s Suggestions to Prince 

From the above discussion we have learnt that Machiavelli wanted a strong ruler. According 

to him, the ruler should be merciful, faithful, humane to the extent these are needed but at the 

sometime should know how to act contrary to preserve his princedom. The suggestions given  

Attributes of the Prince as advocated by Machiavelli can be summed up in the following way: 

 

1. Machiavelli advises Prince not to be generous from economic point of view. He 

should not be extravagant and at the same time should not be a miser. The Prince 

should spend money wisely so that he could save them for crisis period. Thus, 

according to Machiavelli, the Prince should follow a middle path while spending 

money.  

2. According to Machiavelli, the Prince should better be cruel than merciful. However, it 

does not mean that the ruler should act in a tyrannical way. Machiavelli had asked the 

rulers to adopt a policy of aggression so that the subjects could be controlled in a 

desired manner.  

3. Another attribute of Prince according to Machiavelli is to break his promises in the 

interests of the subjects.  

4. Again, the prince must avoid to be hated by the subjects. It becomes easy for the 

rulers to implement his policies if he is loved by the subjects.   
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5. Machiavelli again asked the Prince to engage himself in great projects for the welfare 

of the subjects.  

6. The Prince should choose wise advisors and avoid flatterers.  

 

The Criticisms of Machiavelli’s Suggestions to Prince : 

We can say that The Prince which is regarded as the masterpiece of Machiavelli is the source 

of his political philosophy. It thoroughly prescribes the art of government. However, 

Machiavelli has been criticized severely for his advices to the prince. He is criticized for the 

effort to combine despotism and individualism. The criticisms against his advice to the prince 

can be listed as below:  

• We have also noticed that Machiavelli has given absolute power to the prince and made him 

above laws. Thus, he has established absolutism of the prince with the power to use violence.  

• Again, Machiavelli’s idea goes against the idea of individualism. He has sacrificed 

individuals at the altar of the state and spoken about two different codes of conduct for the 

individuals and for the state. In such a situation, there is every possibility of the emergence of 

revolution.  

• Machiavelli is also criticized for advocating narrow nationalism. In the present time, there is 

a call for internationalism. Therefore, his philosophy can not be termed as modern.  

• Machiavelli has totally overlooked the moral principles. He has asked the prince to ignore 

morality for the interest of the state. At the same time he does not advise the prince to look 

after the moral progress of his subjects.  

• Moreover, he has also depicted a very gloomy picture of the human nature.  

 

It is also seen that Machiavelli has underestimated the intelligence of the common man when 

he says that man in the street can never be an effective political participant. Though 

Machiavelli has been criticized for his advices to the prince, one must remember the fact that 

while writing the book he is influenced by the prevailing conditions of Italy. The Prince is a 

book of practical interest as Machiavelli does not talk about an ideal ruler, but highlights the 

actions and qualities that enable a ruler to rule in the best possible way. For his practical ideas 

Machiavelli is also described as ‘the murderous Machiavel’ by William Shakespeare as he 

sanctions the use of deception, cruelty, force and violence for achieving political ends. 

 

Stop to Consider:  

Machiavelli on Forms of Government While discussing his ideas of state, Machiavelli makes 

an attempt to classify the governments. Like his predecessor Aristotle, he also classifies 

government as normal and perverted. The normal forms of governments are monarchy, 

aristocracy and limited or constitutional democracy. On the other hand, the corresponding 

perverted forms of governments are tyranny, oligarchy and democracy. Again, Machiavelli 

considers a mixed form of government as the best attainable form of government. He also 
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emphasizes a close relationship between the economic development and the political stability 

of a state. He does not prefer the rule of one on hereditary basis, i.e., monarchy. Machiavelli 

believes in a normal state, the citizens are law-abiding and patriots. Such a state can expand 

and grow and the citizens are always ready to defend their state.  

 

SAQ:  

How far it is possible for a Ruler to rule a state following Machiavelli’s advice in the contemporary 

time? Justify your view. (30+50 words)  

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

............................................................................................... 

...............................................................................................  

 

 

Check Your Progress:  

1. Assess the relevance of Machiavelli’s masterpiece The Prince in contemporary politics. 

 2. According to Machiavelli, what is the first and foremost duty of a prince?  

3. Write a note on the advices for a prince as given by Machiavelli.  

4. How does Machiavelli differentiate between public and private morality?  

 

3.7 Summing up: 

In this unit, we have discussed at length Machiavelli’s ideas on Morality and Politics as well 

as his advice to the prince. As a child of Renaissance, Machiavelli’s ideas were influenced by 

the changes in socio-cultural and scientific fields of Italy. At the same time, he was also 

influences by the turmoil and internal disturbances that were taking place in the political 

arena. Moreover, as we have learnt in the previous unit Machiavelli had depicted the human 

nature in a negative way by describing human beings as selfish, egoistic and wicked who are 

and not willing to act in the best interest of the state. Therefore, he advocated for a strong 

ruler who could unifyItaly with strong hand. For that he advises the prince to follow certain 

rules. It is interesting to note that he has even prescribed different type of morality for the 

prince. Machiavelli is concerned not with what makes a good human being, but what makes a 

good prince. He believes that the prince should be the sole authority determining every aspect 

of the state. He has also given certain advices to the prince to maintain his power and expand 

the territory of the state. Although Machiavelli has been criticized for his ideas, he is termed 

as the founder of the modern day secular politics.  
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1.1 Introduction: 

In this block, we are discussing early manifestation of liberalism and social contract 

tradition. Hobbes’s ideas are integral part of the discussion of liberalism and social 

contract. Hobbes is an English philosopher who can be regarded as the founding 

father of modern political philosophy. His vision of the world is strikingly original 

and his main concern is the problem of social and political order. The philosophy of 

Thomas Hobbes is perhaps the most complete materialist philosophy of the 

seventeenth century. Hobbes is also known for his ideas on Social Contract. Scholars 

have gone to the extent of saying that the Leviathan (1651) is the greatest masterpiece 

of political philosophy written in English (Oakeshott 1975). This book is a reflection 

of the civil strife in England following the execution of Charles I (1600-1649). It 

bears the mark of the conflicting situation prevailing in England at that period which 

must have influenced Hobbes in shaping his ideas on human nature and state of 

nature. Hobbes attacks implicitly or explicitly the three great current styles of political 

argument in England like Divine Right, social contract in its libertarian form, and the 

ancient constitution. 

 

In this unit, we will make an attempt to deal with Hobbes’ ideas of human nature and 

state of nature. According to Hobbes, human beings are selfish, mean and wicked in 

the state of nature. Therefore, he believes that human beings enter into a contract for 

preserving their interest in the society. Thus, state and politics are artificial creations 

of human beings for their survival.  

 

1.2 Objectives: 
 

This unit is an attempt to analyze the ideas of Hobbes.  He is considered to be a 

modern thinker. He justified absolute power of sovereign as he witnessed forces of 

disintegration. It also made him to draw a gloomy picture of the state of nature. After 

reading this unit you will be able to  

• explain Hobbes’ views on human nature and state of nature  

• analyze Hobbes’ ideas of Social Contract.  
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1.3 Hobbes’ View on Human Nature:  

 

Human nature has always been a central theme of discussion of political philosophers 

as it is the base of all human activities. The depiction of human natures by the 

philosophers has always been a reflection of their time. As a social contract thinker 

Hobbes also deals with the state of nature. In his famous work Leviathan we find his 

views regarding human and state of nature. From his writings it is clear to us that he 

considers the individual not a rational creature but an embodiment of passions, 

emotions and desires. Hobbes further views the state of nature, a period of human 

history preceding the establishment of the civil state are an extension of human 

nature. Now, in the following subsections we will discuss his views regarding human 

nature and state of nature in brief.  

 

Hobbes makes the individual the spring board of his thought. The presumption of Hobbes is 

that motion of particles creates sensation in human mind. According to him, there is a relation 

between stimulus and sensation which leads to the occurrence of mental phenomenon as it 

comes into being as a result of the relation. Refuting to assign individuals a rational status, 

Hobbes states that emotions and passions are innate and reason is artificial. According to him, 

movement of particles either helps or stands in the way of vitality and the creations and 

aversions of desires depends on the movement. Each man desires something which will 

enhance his vitality and pleasure in the movement in his mind. Thus for Hobbes, what a man 

desires is good and what he dislikes is evil. He asserts that the conception of good or bad is 

not fixed or objective but subjective which undergoes change. In other words, according to 

Hobbes, human beings are highly self-centered. Every man becomes successful in getting his 

desired things. He also believes that man is self-centered and the desire for security is his 

fundamental need and this factor plays an important role in his theory. Each individual is 

solitary and consequently each one has his own concept of pleasure, pain, good or bad. 
 

Hobbes has very clearly said that no individual is capable of behaving independent of 

external stimuli. Again Hobbes believes that human beings are by birth equal. However, the 

desire to possess the same things brings them in clash with each other. He says that 

competition, glory and differences make people brute and quarrelsome. As all men are 

roughly equal and apparently desire similar things, there is bound to be war where every man 

fights against every man. In short, Hobbes says that man is essentially selfish, contentious, 

quarrelsome, mean, wicked, non-altruistic, irrational, impulsive and self-centered.  

 

Hobbes’s views on human nature are quite similar to the views expressed by Machiavelli. In 

the previous block we have already discussed the views of Machiavelli on human nature. The 

only difference between the two thinkers on this issue is that while Machiavelli does not 

assign any reason for the bad nature of man, Hobbes tries to explain it in scientific terms. In 

this way, we can see that Hobbes has given a very gloomy picture of man in the state of 

nature. He holds that all men are by nature equal. However, none of them is strong enough to 

be safe against others. They are also affected by the same three passions viz. desire for safety, 

desire of glory and desire for gain. The desire for gain leads to violence when the object of 

desire can neither be divided nor enjoyed in common. Naturally, in such a situation human 

beings develop a sense of distrust towards each other. This sense of distrust is evident from 

the situations when a man goes around against his fellow human beings with arms in hands, 

closes his doors against his neighbours etc. Thus, we can say that Hobbes’ concept of human 

nature is based on two factors: 

• All men are equal  
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• Man is not an idle spectator in political drama but always ready to struggle and 

achieve something noble, gentle and higher.  
 

However, Hobbes’ views on human nature have been severely criticized on the 

following grounds  

• According to Hobbes, human beings are highly irrational in the state of nature. But 

he suddenly assigns human beings the faculty of reason with the help of which they 

create state. Thus, he contradicts himself on this ground.  

• Hobbes has said that people are quarrelsome, nasty and brutish. But he has not given 

any convincing argument as to how they become peace loving and rational all of a 

sudden.  

• His assertion that all men are equal also seems far removed from practical 

experiences.  

• His ideas of human nature are not very convincing. It is wrong to believe that human 

beings are always nasty and brutish. In actual practice, people do not quarrel with 

each other unless they are forced to do so. Nevertheless, it can be said that there are 

desires which prompt men to fight with each other. Such desires have made man nasty 

and brutish in the state of nature and made him stand against the valid desires of 

others to satisfy his own desires. 
 

Stop to consider: 

Life Sketch of Thomas Hobbes:  

Hobbes was born in England on April 5, 1588. He was the second son. His father was 

the vicar of Charlton and Westport. He was brought up by his uncle. He was a bright 

student and mastered a number of languages like Greek, French, Italian and English. 

He was educated at the Westport church and then passed to the Malmesbury School. 

He was forced to flee to London after being involved in a fight with a clergyman 

outside his own church. At university Hobbes appears to have followed his own 

curriculum. He was little attracted by the scholastic learning. He completed his B.A. 

degree in the year 1608. His master Sir James Hussay recommended him as a tutor to 

William, son of William Cavendish who was the Baron of Earl of Devonshire. He 

became a companion to the younger William on a grand tour of Europe in 1610- 

1615. He was exposed to European scientific and critical methods during the tour. His 

first publication was a translation in English of Thucydides’ History of Peloponnesian 

War in 1629. He used to write verses in Latin and English. At the later stage of his 

life, Hobbes translated Homer’s Odyssey and Illiad into English. In November 1640 

he fled to France and stayed there till the winter of 1651-1652. During his time 

outside of England, Hobbes became interested in why people allowed themselves to 

be ruled and what would be the best form of government for England. In 1657 the 

Leviathan was reported to the parliamentary committee as the most poisonous piece 

of atheism. In 1647, he fell seriously ill. But in spite of his ill health he published his 

famous work the Leviathan in the year 1651. In 1683 the leviathan was condemned 

and burned in the Oxford University. He finally died of paralysis on 3rd September 

1679.  
 

SAQ: Do you agree with Hobbes’ views of Human nature? Give reasons in support of your 

argument. (20+80 words)  

........................................................................................................................................... 

........................................................................................................................................... 

........................................................................................................................................... 
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1.4 Hobbes on State of Nature : 

After reading the previous section of this unit which familiarizes us with Hobbes’ 

view on human nature, now we proceed to discuss his views on the state of nature. 

Before proceeding to discuss Hobbes’ views on the state of nature, we must remember 

that his view on the state of nature is only an extension of human nature. Hobbes 

believes that before joining civil state, people lived in the state of nature. According to 

him, the state of nature is in a state of war as insecurity is the only secure thing in the 

pre-state society. One is secured as long as the strong spares him. The life and 

property of the people are always at stake in the state of nature. In short, in such an 

environment, the life of man appears to be solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short. 

According to him, men have contrasting nature to that of bees and ants. In his words, 

“Men are continually in competition for honour and dignity, which these creatures are 

not; consequently amongst men there ariseth on that ground, envy and hatred and 

finally war.”( Hobbes, Leviathan XI).  

 

 

The absence of any common superior to hold all the people in check leads to a state of 

constant war of all against all. The state of nature is characterized by perpetual war 

and fear because of three reasons namely competition for acquiring means for 

gratifying identical competitions, the fear of being surpassed by others in power and 

desire for admiration and recognition as superior. According to Hobbes, unless there 

is a common sovereign power to regulate and control, competition, conflicts, clashes 

and quarrels are unavoidable. Again Hobbes argues that there can be no distinction 

between right and wrong in the state of nature because such a distinction presupposes 

the existence of common standards and conduct, a common law to judge that conduct 

and a common law giver. Again there is no distinction between just and unjust in the 

state of nature because there is no common superior (sovereign) or law. When there is 

no law there can be no justice. There is no right to private property in the state of 

nature because the possession of a thing depends upon the power of a person to keep 

it.  

 

In the words of Hobbes : 

 

“I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire of power 

after power, that ceaseth only in death. And the cause of this, is not always that a man 

hopes for a more intensive delight, than he has already attained to; or that he cannot 

be  content with a more moderate power; but because he can not assure the power and 

means to live well, which he hath present, without the acquisition of more.”(Hobbes, 

Leviathan XI).  

 
 

However, Hobbes’ views on the state of nature have faced severe criticisms on several 

grounds. To elaborate, historically his theory is not founded on facts and in fact he has 

himself not tried to establish the existence of the state of nature. Thus according to 

Hobbes, it is all imaginary and there is no end to the flight of imagination. Since his 

whole theory is based on human nature and it is a well-established fact that man by 

nature is not nasty and brutish, therefore, the whole basis of his theory and its super 

structures is wrong and not founded on solid facts. Hobbes in his theory has stated no 
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standards to find out as to what is right and wrong to judge the actions of the people in 

the state of nature. 
 

 Stop to consider: 

 The major works of Hobbes: 1. Leviathan. Hobbes’ great philosophical tract is 

published in the year 1651. In this book, he has elaborately portrayed the conditions 

prevailing in the state of nature along with the description of men living in such a 

state. He deals with the origin of the state and nature of sovereignty and finally the 

creation of absolute, indivisible and inalienable authority of the sovereign.  

2. De Cive. In this book Hobbes tries to establish the superior authority of state by 

saying that both spiritual and temporal lords should bow before the authority of lord 

sovereign.  

3. De Corpe. This book deals with human nature. So, the books written by Hobbes 

and their contents familiarize us with the major ideas and issues of Hobbes.  
 

 

Check Your Progress: 

Choose the correct option:  

1. According to Hobbes, human beings are nasty, brutish and quarrelsome. (true/false)  

2. According to Hobbes, the state of nature is  

a. A period of peace and plenty  

b. A state of constant war  

c. Regulated by the religious law  

d. None of the above 

 

 

1.5 Hobbes’ Idea of Social Contract: 

 

 After reading the previous sections, we know that Hobbes is one of the famous theorists of 

social contract who has given a very gloomy picture of the state of nature where the people 

are selfish, nasty and brutish and live in a state of constant war with each other. The basis of 

Hobbes’s argument can be stated simply though the implications of the argument are far-

reaching. Social contract imagines the societal situation that exists before the emergence of 

civil society. Hobbes terms the condition of men living without government as the State of 

Nature and paints a bleak picture of it. Men without government and the settled social living 

made possible only by the existence of government will be roughly and naturally equal. They 

can escape from it only by setting up a common power which is capable of restraining and 

protecting every individual at the same time. They surrender their rights to the will of one in 

the hope of getting peace and security. In this contract, the sovereign is not the party. Thus, 

whereas all are equal before the contract, after the contract out of all the equals one superior is 

created. All rights are transferred to a common depository. In this way state is created and the 

individuals surrender their natural rights which are assured by the state.  

Thus we can summarize the main characteristics of Hobbes’ idea of the Social Contract in the 

following ways——  

• The parties involved in to the contract are individuals and not groups or associations 

of any sort.  

• The state is based on reason and not on fear.  

• The sovereign is not a party to the contract and cannot be guilty of violating the 

contract.  

• The contract once entered is perpetual in nature. A lawfully constituted sovereign 

can be replaced only by a unanimous decision of the commonwealth.  
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• The minority has no right to object to the choice of the majority in the selection of 

the sovereign.  

• The individuals surrender all their rights to the sovereign except the right to live. So 

we can say that Hobbes favours the system of absolute monarchy and supremacy of 

the king through his social contract. 
 

 

 

 

SAQ: Do you think that Hobbes’ social contract can bring peace in his State of Nature? (50 

words) .................................................................................................................................. 

............................................................................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................................................................. 

 

 

 

 

 

1.5 Summing Up : 

As stated earlier, Hobbes is the greatest political philosopher who is credited for 

conceiving state as a human institution for the first time. His idea of social contract 

aims at creating an absolute Sovereign authority who can establish peace and security 

in the state of nature. In this unit, we have dealt with Hobbes’ major ideas with 

reference to his works like Leviathan. Reading of this unit has enhanced our 

understanding of Hobbes’ philosophy. Hobbes regards civil society as artificial, man-

made and Leviathan offers us a message tinged with profound, gloomy and fearful 

conservatism. In this unit, we have also learnt that according to Hobbes, any man 

without a Sovereign is really an outlaw who can be killed at will. Hobbes idea of man 

as a rational egoist is based on his idea of state of nature. This unit also helps us to 

learn that Hobbes contributes to the utilitarian philosophy in the form of the idea that 

human beings enter into a contract for their own welfare. In the next unit we shall 

attempt to examine Hobbes as an individualist for the promotion of the interest of the 

individuals in the society.  
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2. 1 Introduction: 

 

From the discussions of the previous unit of this block we have learnt that Hobbes is the 

greatest political philosopher who is credited for conceiving state as a human institution for 

the first time. His idea of social contract aims at creating an absolute Sovereign authority who 

can establish peace and security in the state of nature. 

 

In this unit, we will make an attempt to deal with Hobbes’ ideas on natural right, liberty and 

law. These ideas of Hobbes are inter-related to his ideas of Social Contract. He is of the 

opinion that human beings enter into a contract for preserving their interest in the society. 

Thus, state and politics are artificial creations of human beings for their survival. Moreover, 

we will also try to analyze Hobbes as an individualist and absolutist and assess his 

contribution to Political theory in this unit.  
 

2.2 Objectives: 
 

This unit is an attempt to analyze the ideas of Hobbes. After reading this unit you will 

be able to  

 

• discuss Hobbes’ views on natural right, liberty and law  

• analyse Hobbes as an individualist or absolutist 

• examine Hobbes contribution to political theory 
 

Human nature has always been a central theme of discussion of political philosophers 

as it is the base of all human activities. The depiction of human natures by the 

philosophers has always been a reflection of their time. As a social contract thinker 

Hobbes also deals with the state of nature. In his famous work Leviathan we find his 

views regarding human and state of nature. From his writings it is clear to us that he 

considers the individual not a rational creature but an embodiment of passions, 

emotions and desires. Hobbes further views the state of nature, a period of human 

history preceding the establishment of the civil state are an extension of human 

nature. Now, in the following subsections we will discuss his views regarding human 

nature and state of nature in brief.  
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2.3 Hobbes’ Views on Natural Right, Liberty and Law : 

 

We have already discussed Hobbes’ views on social contract on the light of his views 

on human nature and the state of nature in the previous unit. Now, in this section we 

will discuss his views on natural right, liberty and law.  

 

According to Hobbes, before joining the civil state the people lived in the state of 

nature where they enjoyed full freedom. Hobbes also assumes that in such a state of 

nature none possesses reasoning power but is guided by impulses and passions. At 

that stage, he enjoys right to life and liberty but the only rule to enjoy the right is the 

use of force. Hence, in such a state one can keep with oneself what one has. When one 

joins the civil society he agrees to surrender all his rights to the sovereign except the 

right to life. Hobbes’ emphasis on absolute and unlimited character of sovereignty is 

likely to give the impression that he does not concede any right or liberty to the 

people under the Leviathan. This feeling is further strengthened by the fact that he 

does not concede to the individual any right against the sovereign. According to 

Hobbes, freedom is a private pursuit of the individual. It means that each individual 

can create his own conception of freedom within a framework of state authority. 

Liberty, according to Hobbes, is whatever the law permits and on which the law is 

silent. Liberty implies absence of restraints and coercion. Hobbes identifies and 

safeguards the private sphere of the individual where none can exercise control. The 

only freedom or right which an individual is permitted firstly includes the freedom to 

do what the laws of the state do not forbid and secondly the rights which the 

individual cannot have surrendered under any covenant. Liberty in the first sense is 

not of much significance because it does not constitute any limitation on the authority 

of the sovereign.  
 

Regarding the freedom of the second category, Hobbes allows the individual the right 

to disobey the state if he is asked to do anything which endangers his life or body. 

However, it will be wrong to infer from the above that Hobbes does not permit liberty 

to the individual under Leviathan. He does permit liberty, but his liberty is essentially 

of a negative nature. Hobbes justifies the grant of liberty within the limitation of laws 

and does not find any contradiction between the two. Therefore, until the sovereign 

interferes with the individuals, he can do anything, but once there is a clash between 

the individual and the sovereign, the former has to become subservient to the latter. 
 

In so far as the right to life is concerned, Hobbes accords it a prominent position in his 

scheme and permits this right even against the will of the sovereign. Regarding the 

other rights which individuals enjoy through silence of law, Hobbes refers to the right 

to buy and sell and otherwise contract with one another; the right to choose their own 

abode, diet, trade and life and the right to educate their children according to their 

liking. We can say that Hobbes concedes liberty and freedom to the individual but it is 

essentially of a negative character and is conceived in relative terms.  

 

Again, Hobbes defends the right to private property. According to Hobbes, there will 

be no undue interference from the sovereign in the private affairs of the individuals 

including economic activity. The individuals will have the liberty to buy and sell and 

otherwise contract with one another. The state can provide charity for the destitute. 

But it is not the responsibility of the state to actively promote the ‘felicity’ of the 

subjects. 
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Hobbes provides the individual with an absolute right, namely the right of self-

preservation. The sovereign cannot command a man to kill, wound or maim himself. 

This right is an inalienable right of individuals since the basic motive for surrender of 

their power is self-preservation. If the sovereign fails to protect the individual, the 

individual has the right to resist the sovereign. Resistance is justified only when the 

sovereign seeks to destroy the individual directly. These are the dictates of reason. 

According to Hobbes, the laws of nature are proper laws since they are delivered in 

the word of God. We should remember here that natural laws in Hobbes’ theory do 

not mean eternal justice, perfect morality or standards to judge the existing laws. 

According to Hobbes, natural law is a general rule found out by reason by which man 

is forbidden to do that which is destructive of his life, or takes away the means of 

preserving the same. Hobbes argues that to attain justice and harmony in society, the 

law of nature must be enforced by some coercive power. In the state of nature, there 

exists neither any giver nor interpreter of laws.  

 

 

Now let us discuss here the three categories of law as pointed out by Hobbes viz. Law 

of Nature, Civil Law and Divine Law.  

• Law of Nature- The law of nature is considered as Articles of Peace. Hobbes argues 

that the most fundamental law of nature states that each person should seek to live 

with others in peace. He preaches that the law of nature stands for individual sacrifice 

in order to achieve social peace. He desires the laws of nature to be supported by 

swords as the covenants without the swords are words only and possess no value.  

• Civil Law- Civil laws are those laws and regulations which have the sanction of the 

sovereign behind them and are also permitted by him. Their obedience is checked by 

the use of force where necessary. The civil laws are sanctioned and interpreted by the 

sovereign only and he is above all laws.  

• Divine Law- Hobbes defines divine laws as the command of the sovereign. The 

divine law supersedes the civil law. But the sovereign is the supreme authority to 

interpret the divine law. However, Hobbes is of the opinion that the civil law or the 

law of the sovereign is the supreme law and it prevails over every other types of law. 

A custom becomes law if the sovereign feels that it fulfills the aim of collective social 

interest.  
 

According to Hobbes, people have no right to question the reasonability or non-

reasonability of the law sanctioned by the sovereign. Every rightful civil law passed 

by the sovereign is just. He can amend and change every law on his own. No one can 

compel him to either modify or remove any law from the statute book. There are no 

limitations on the laws enacted by the sovereign in the nature of natural law, divine 

law or international law. In case, the law enacted by the sovereign clashes with the 

categories of other law, it shall reign supreme. Stop to Consider Hobbes’ view on 

Sovereign The sovereign is created as a result of the contract and enjoys all the 

powers surrendered by the people at the time of concluding the contract. He is not a 

party to the contract. The contract is irrevocable. According to Hobbes, the person to 

whom the rights are surrendered is the sovereign. He is the great ‘Leviathan’ before 

whom all need to bow. He is the preserver of peace, hope for prosperity, development 

and security. Hobbes’ sovereign is not a party to the contract and remain above all 

laws. The sovereign enjoys the power to determine on behalf of the entire community 

as to what should be done to maintain peace and order and promote general welfare. 
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The sovereign enjoys absolute powers to make laws and this power of the sovereign is 

not limited by any human authority, superior or inferior. The sovereign is empowered 

to distinguish between good and bad, moral and immoral, just and unjust. 
 

2.5 Hobbes as an Individualist and Absolutist : 

 

We have already read in the previous sections that social contract theory depends on 

the view of individuals being autonomous in some important sense. We have also 

seen that to trace the origin of individual autonomy is a vexed question. In Hobbes’s 

case, this difficulty does not arise. It has often been remarked how susceptible Hobbes 

is to the influence of the scientific and philosophical currents of his day, both English 

and continental. Hobbes has been carried up and down for his political theory which 

has been described as pure and naked despotism by some thinkers while the others 

consider him as the greatest individualist. The first view seems to be based on 

superfluous reading of the philosophy of Hobbes. In reality he is a great individualist 

and the theory of absolute sovereignty generally associated with Hobbes is basically 

the necessary compliment to his individualism.  

 

As we have already seen, the rationale behind Hobbes’ theory of ardent absolutism is 

the concern for the peace and security of the person and property of the individual 

which lends the tinge of individualism to Hobbes’ theory. Hobbes does not talk about 

vague things like public good or general good and his main concern is the individuals 

who desire to live and enjoy protection for the means of life. The prominent position 

accorded to the individual by Hobbes is evident from the fact that he allows the 

individual the right to resist the sovereign if the latter attacks his life as the contract is 

finalized for self- preservation. In certain contingencies the individual is permitted to 

refuse to serve as a soldier as the service may endanger his life. Hobbes also allows 

the individual to withdraw allegiance from the sovereign who is incapable of securing 

his life. The right of resistance granted to the individual carries with it the right of the 

individual to judge for him when his life is endangered. Hobbes does not think in 

terms of common will or collective will. According to Hobbes, each one has left his 

freedom enjoyed in the state of nature only on the condition that his life will be 

secured. As soon as feels that either his life is insecure or the behaviour of the 

sovereign is endangering his life, the individual can resist the authority of the state 

and sovereign. Another condition under which the individual can resist the sovereign 

arises when the sovereign is weak and unable to discharge his functions. The 

individuals can also resist the authority of the sovereign when they are forced to leave 

the state of nature. They can join the civil state and accept the supremacy of the 

sovereign. 
 

Here we must remember that the greatest sign of individualism in Hobbes is visible in 

his delineation of the treatment of the individuals. He believes that they are equal in 

knowledge and development and the rationale behind his support for absolute rule is 

the fact that as an individualist he does not believe in the idea of privileged classes. 

The absence of privileged class can be reconciled by the institution of absolute 

monarchy. Thus, according to his model, it is not anti- individualism when he does 

not assign moral as well as political functions to the sovereign and the state. Hobbes’ 

state stands for public safety and he does not ask the state to perform the functions of 

looking after the well-being of the individuals. He clearly says that he wants to give 

the individuals sufficient scope for their development. Apart from these examples, 
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Hobbes has made individual a distinct and separate unit throughout his philosophy. In 

his contract he has made individual and not group or family, the party. The individual 

continues to exist before and after the contract. Hobbes has made the state not an end 

in itself but only the means to an end, the end being the individual and protection of 

his life.  
 

It is evident from the above account that Hobbes’ philosophy is pregnant with the 

strongest seeds of individualism. He makes the individual the centre of his thought. 

After raising the individual to such heights, Hobbes feels that if the individual is not 

kept in proper check, it will lead to the destruction of the civil society giving rise to 

anarchy. This will tantamount to return to the state of nature characterized by war of 

all against all. To check such a possibility, Hobbes feels the need of a supreme power 

which possesses the power to take appropriate action to prevent such a degeneration 

of the individual. Hobbes realizes that covenants without swords are simply words 

and he concedes absolute authority to his sovereign to guarantee that the covenants 

are observed by the people. However, Hobbes does not stop with the grant of absolute 

powers to the sovereign but also ensures that he is not able to use it for his selfish 

ends. He gives the sovereign the power to make laws or rules by which it may be 

possible to determine what is just and what is unjust; or what is good and what is evil.  

 

The civil laws enacted by the sovereign are largely based on the laws of nature and 

therefore his laws cannot be absolute. Again the laws are made with the sole objective 

of maintenance of peace for which the individual surrenders his natural liberty. The 

sovereign makes the laws for the benefit of the individual and is subject to the 

judgment of individualism. Hobbes has assigned his sovereign the responsibility of 

checking the anti-social tendencies of the individuals without destroying their 

individuality. Though his sovereign is absolute, yet he has been characterized by 

Hobbes as the representative of his people. In this way Hobbes negates the right of 

absolutism. Hobbes grants to the individual certain rights and imposes certain 

obligations on the sovereign towards his subjects. Thus, from this discussion it is 

evident that Hobbes is more interested in the individual than the sovereign. Seen in 

this context, it will be sheer mockery of Hobbes’ political philosophy to charge him of 

absolutism. In fact, as Prof.Wayper has said, “he is perhaps the greatest individualist 

in the history of political thought.”  
 

Stop To Consider: 

Hobbes’ Views on Women: Hobbes accords some fairly robust equality to women on 

the ground that they are sufficiently equal in strength. He argues that women are as 

capable as men. So they do not require any protection from men. The mother 

constitutes authority and guarantees protection to a child by virtue of giving birth to 

the child. In Hobbes’ state of nature, every woman who has children becomes both a 

mother and a lord. But if the mother is taken prisoner, she loses her right of authority 

over her child. In that situation, she can select the person who will exert authority 

over her child in her absence. According to Hobbes, the idea of female subordination 

is a human creation. In the state of nature described by Hobbes, the natural 

domination of mother is accepted as it is she who can declare the father of her child. 

Hobbes argues that marriage is not based on natural ties of sentiments between 

generations. According to him, it arises from the consent of its individual members. 

Though, Hobbes is a supporter of equality of sexes yet he gives the father exclusive 

jurisdiction within the family, thereby defending patriarchy. While discussing the 
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succession to the sovereign in the state, he wants it to pass from one male child to 

another.  
 

2.6: Hobbes’ Contribution to Political Theory : 

 

The reading of the previous sections of this unit has helped to familiarize us with 

Hobbes political philosophy. Hobbes is credited to have offered a theory of absolute 

sovereignty and freed his sovereign of all shackles. He declares sovereignty as an 

indivisible and inalienable personality. His theory forms the basis of all definitions 

given by political thinkers in this regard. Hence, it has rightly been said that Hobbes is 

the first political philosopher who stands for unlimited sovereignty.  

• Hobbes is the first thinker to conceive state as a human institution. He clearly states 

that God has no role in the origin of the state. He does not believe that there was any 

mystery in the creation of the state.  

• He is the first great individualist with his emphasis on the fact that the state is 

merely a means for the promotion of the interest of the individual. Hobbes has made 

absolute sovereign as a necessary part of individualism and both are combined 

together and made dependent on each other.  

• Utilitarianism, a logical corollary of his individualism is another important 

contribution of Hobbes to political thought. Hobbes clarifies that people leaves the 

state of nature and joins civil society only because they want to gain something out of 

that. Unless the state proves useful and is capable of discharging its obligations, it has 

no right to demand obedience from the citizens.  

• Hobbes is the first thinker to emphasize the supremacy of the matter in relation to 

mind. He asserts that matter affects the sensation as well as the whole chain of 

perception, memory, imagination etc and in this respect he anticipates Marx. While 

developing his theory of materialistic interpretation of history, Marx is greatly 

influenced by Hobbes’ idea of the supremacy of the matter in relation to mind.  

• Again, Hobbes applies the true scientific method to the study of Political Science 

and emphasizes that all human ideas and social phenomena are derived from moving 

particles.  

• Hobbes makes morals at par with politics and affects a complete severance between 

the two. Machiavelli is often given the credit of separating ethics from politics, but it 

is Hobbes who provides a rational basis to this separation.  

• Hobbes repudiates the classical doctrine of the law of nature and advocates the 

concept of positive law. Hobbes proves to be a guiding genius for scientific 

legislation. He clearly states that it is the man-made law and not the natural law which 

matters most in all the legislation relating to human affairs. He asserts that only man- 

made law can be effective in human affairs. 

 • Hobbes is the first thinker to conceive the theory of factious corporation. In his 

contract, the individuals surrender all their power to a person and authorize him to 

will and act on behalf of all the constituents. He gives the idea that the multitudes 

cannot act and that an individual alone can act in the name of the people.  

 

Seen in terms of his numerous contributions to political philosophy, we can agree 

with Hacker that Hobbes creates a theory which embraces Psychology, Sociology and 

Political Science and integrates these into a coherent theoretical framework.  
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Check Your Progress:  

1. After joining the civil state the people surrender all their rights except the right to 

——— (Fill in the blanks)  

2. What are the three categories of law described by Hobbes?  

3. Why Hobbes’ liberty is called the negative liberty?  

4. According to Hobbes, international law acts as a limitation on laws. (true/false)  
 

2.7 Critical Appreciation of Hobbes’ Political Philosophy: 

 

 In the previous sections of this unit, we have already discussed the major ideas of 

Hobbes. We have also assessed the contributions made by Hobbes towards the field of 

Political Science. He is remembered for the creation of a theory which embraces 

Psychology, Sociology and Political Science and integrates these into a coherent 

theoretical framework. However, Hobbes’ successors have criticized him on various 

grounds.  

Now in the following section, we will discuss the criticisms leveled against him.  

• It is difficult to understand how the masters of Hobbes’ state of nature become the 

law abiding and docile citizens of the society. The sudden transformation of the 

individual from savage to the civilized seems illogical.  

• His theory leads to despotism, pure and simple and the individual is virtually 

reduced to the position of a slave with no right to o resist the oppressive and 

tyrannical rule of the absolute sovereign. Thus, gross materialism, atheism and 

despotism of Hobbes fail to appeal to his contemporaries as well as succeeding 

generations. 

 • The so called scientific method applied by Hobbes has not been found practicable 

by the modern thinkers. They have found it difficult to apply geometry o the study of 

social sciences in general and the science of politics in particular.  

• Hobbes’ philosophy is mainly influenced by his personal predictions and prejudices. 

He is motivated by the sole consideration of defending the royal absolutism. Besides, 

he is wrong in insisting that common terror is the sole bond of union among the 

individuals.  

• He represents secularism which is unacceptable to the church, the prime 

representative of theocracy. It cannot reconcile itself to the philosophy of Hobbes 

which thrives on elevating the state and sovereign reducing the church into a mere 

department of the state. The unqualified low position assigned to the church by 

Hobbes is a source of constant criticism by church fathers. Hobbes almost stirs the 

whole existing order and creates a sense of great dissatisfaction in many of the 

existing institutions including the church.  

• The believers of divine rights of kings do not support Hobbes’ theory of social 

contract as it makes the monarch a by-product of contract and not a descendant of 

God on earth. Even granting the monarch unlimited authority and powers do not 

satisfy the supporters of divine rights of kings. Thus, we have seen that Hobbes is 

criticized severely on various grounds. However, it is certainly wrong to say that 

Hobbes’ political philosophy has not exercised any influence on the history of 

political thought. Hobbes is remembered not only a great thinker of the seventeenth 

century but also as a thinker whose influence can be traced in various schools of 

contemporary thought. Even his critics appreciate his contribution to political 

philosophy. We can rightly conclude with the saying of Sabine that, “Hobbes is 

probably the greatest writer on political philosophy that the English speaking people 

have produced.” 
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 SAQ: Do you consider Hobbes an individualist or an absolutist? Give reasons for the 

support of your answer. (80 +60 words) 

 

 ............................................................................................. 

............................................................................................. 

............................................................................................. 

............................................................................................. 

............................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................  

 

2.8 Summing Up : 

 

In Unit 1 and Unit 2 of this Block, we have dealt with Hobbes’ major ideas with 

reference to his works like Leviathan. Reading of this unit has enhanced our 

understanding of Hobbes’ philosophy. Hobbes regards civil society as artificial, man-

made and Leviathan offers us a message tinged with profound, gloomy and fearful 

conservatism. In this unit, we have also learnt that according to Hobbes, any man 

without a Sovereign is really an outlaw who can be killed at will. Hobbes idea of man 

as a rational egoist is based on his idea of state of nature. This unit also helps us to 

learn that Hobbes contributes to the utilitarian philosophy in the form of the idea that 

human beings enter into a contract for their own welfare. Apart from being one of the 

exponents of social contract theory, Hobbes is also considered as a great individualist 

for the promotion of the interest of the individuals in the society. Besides Hobbes, 

John Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau are also major exponents of social contract 

theory. After familiarizing you with Hobbes’s ideas in this unit, we will be dealing 

with the views of John Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau in the next two units for a 

comprehensive and comparative account of Individualism and Liberalism. 

 

2.9 References and Suggested Readings  

1. Mukharjee, Subrata&SushilaRamaswamy. A History of Political Thought, Plato to 

Marx, Prentice Hall, New Delhi, 2003.  

2. J.S.McClelland, A History of Western Political Thought, Routledge. London and 

New York,1996. 

Links:  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Hobbeshttp://www.rjgeib.com/thoughts/nature/h

obbes-bio.htmlhttp://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hobbes/ 

http://www.philosophypages.com/hy/3x.htmhttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_and

_legal_rightshttp://www.merinews.com/article/hobbes-individualistic-and-totalitarian 

both/15710957.shtml 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Block II (Unit: 3) 

INF1016: Western Political Thought 

UNIT: 3 

JOHN LOCKE: STATE OF NATURE, HUMAN NATURE, SOCIAL CONTRACT 

 

Contents: 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Objectives  

3.3 Locke on Human nature and the State of Nature  

3.4 Locke on Human Nature  

3.5 Locke on State of Nature  

3.6 Locke’s Idea of Social Contract  

3.7 Summing Up  

3.8 References and Suggested Readings  

 

3.1 Introduction: 

In this block we are discussing liberalism and Social Contract Tradition. You have alreadygot 

the idea that Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau constitute the most important contributors in this 

area. In unit 1 and 2 of this block we have discussed Hobbes at length. In this unit we shall 

attempt a comparative analysis of Hobbes and Locke. This unit will also deal with Locke’s 

views on human nature, state of nature etc. John Locke is an English philosopher and he is 

considered as the first British empiricist. His writings have influenced the American 

revolutionaries.  

John Locke has also contributed to the growth of classical republicanism and liberal theory as 

reflected in the American Declaration of Independence. Locke’s concepts of 

constitutionalism, toleration, natural rights, limited consensual, law based authority, 

pluralism, property have a significant impact in establishing and nurturing a liberal society in 

England beyond the English settlement of 1688. Moreover, his concepts are influential in 

inspiring similar traditions in America, France and Holland. The American and the French 

revolutions and the constitutional edifice in the United States are Lockean in spirit.  

 

3.2 Objectives: 

 This unit attempts to deal with the ideas and views of Locke who has made significant 

contribution towards the growth of ideas like constitutionalism, natural rights and human 

nature. After reading this unit you will be able to 

*discuss Locke’s views on human nature and the state of nature  

*analyze Locke as an individualist explain Locke’s views on private property  

*discuss Locke’s views on natural right and natural law  
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3.3 Locke on Human Nature and the State of Nature : 

In the first unit of this block we have learnt Hobbes’ view on human nature and the state of 

nature. Now in this unit, we shall discuss Locke’s ideas on Human nature and the State of 

Nature. Different political thinkers are influenced by the philosophies and ideas of their 

predecessors. In Block I of this paper, we have learnt how the ideas of Aristotle are shaped by 

the ideas of his predecessor Plato. In the arena of Social Contract theory also, it is found that 

Locke’s ideas are influenced by Hobbes. Hence it is easy for us to read Locke’s Second 

Treatise of Civil Government (1681–3) as a straight attack on Hobbes. The most famous 

sentence in the Second Treatise of Civil Government is that ‘though this (the State of Nature) 

be a state of liberty, yet it is not a state of licence’.  

Like Hobbes, Locke begins with a hypothetical State of Nature, gives an account of it, and 

then proceeds to show how men come out of it. Locke’s State of Nature differs from Hobbes’ 

as for Locke, life is recognizably social in the state of nature in a sense Hobbes will never 

allow. Hence to Locke the State of Nature is a state of liberty. Here Locke means that men 

bound by Natural Law in the State of Nature will be able to recognise and respect the Natural 

Rights of others. In the following sections we will discuss his views on human nature and the 

State of nature. 

3.4 Locke on Human Nature: 

Locke’s depiction of the human nature differs from Hobbes’ description. Locke does not 

offer a systematic account of his views on human nature and we get a glimpse of his views 

from the scattered ideas in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding and the Second 

Treatise of Civil Government. Locke believes that human beings are capable, efficient, 

considerate and basically decent. According to him, human beings are endowed with a 

natural social instinct. Locke does not agree with Hobbes that human beings become 

quarrelsome, savage and brutish for the sake of pleasures. He believes that people are 

essentially peace-loving and not quarrelsome. They are not always selfish and sometimes 

they are altruistic also. He feels that people always want to achieve the ends by peaceful and 

rational methods. In the pre-state civil society, goodwill, mutual understanding and sense of 

mutual cooperation prevail and govern their social relations. However, like Hobbes, Locke 

also considers all human beings as equal. He stresses on the point that all human beings are 

born equal, if not physically than morally.  

Locke believes that every individual enjoys certain natural rights viz. right of life, liberty and 

property. His enjoyment of these rights springs not from any position, strength, wealth etc. 

but from the fact that he is a human being and possesses reason. He stresses that these rights 

should be respected. Children do not enjoy these rights as they lack developed mind. Locke 

has also said that everyone is bound by duty to obey moral and natural laws. It is the duty of 

the state to protect indefensible rights. Locke has made it clear that every human being wants 

to substitute his pain with pleasure. Things which we consider good give us pleasure whereas 

those termed evil lead to pain. According to him, all human beings possess certain basic 

rights even though the rights may not be recognized. Locke does not agree with the idea that 
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man is a centre of blind passions. He is of the opinion that man is a moral and social being. In 

his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, he has said that every individual is basically 

endowed with social instinct. Basically each individual is decent and socially capable of 

ruling himself. The people are not quarrelsome and want to lead a peaceful life. They are not 

always selfish but basically rational. In short, Locke assumes that human beings are basically 

decent, orderly, sociable and capable of ruling themselves. 

 

Criticism: Locke’s  concept of human nature has been criticized on the following grounds.  

• On the one hand Locke says that every human mind at the time of birth appears to be a 

clean slate without imprints. It is the world which creates sensations which subsequently get 

deepened. On the other hand, he has claimed that from the birth every individual has certain 

natural rights and these rights should be protected. Hence, these statements are contradictory.  

• Locke has also been criticized on the ground that he has failed to give any concrete reason 

as to why human beings are sociable and good in nature since birth. He has also provided no 

reasons to believe that the people are capable of governing themselves. Though he believes in 

the application of scientific reasoning to the study of every problem, yet he has advanced no 

scientific grounds or basis for this. It has been said that each and every individual wants 

maximum pleasures for the self. He wants to avoid pain. On the other hand, Locke enjoins his 

people that they should struggle for maximum public and general happiness. It is not clear 

how a person, who is basically keen to achieve maximum happiness for him, can be expected 

to promote greatest happiness for the public all of a sudden.  

 

Stop To Consider:  

 Life sketch of John Locke: Locke was born on 29 August 1632 in a small thatched cottage 

by the Church in Wrington, Somerset, about twelve miles from Bristol and was baptized on 

the same day. Soon after Locke’s birth, the family moved to the market town of Pensford, 

about seven miles south of Bristol where Locke grew up in a rural Tudor house in Belluton. 

In 1647, he was sent to the prestigious Westminister School in London. After completing his 

studies in Westminister School he was admitted to the Christ Church, Oxford. Locke was 

awarded a Bachelor’s Degree in 1656 and a Master’s Degree in 1658. He also obtained 

Bachelors of Medicine in 1664. Locke’s political life started when Shaftsbury, the founder of 

the Whig movement became Lord Chancellor in 1672.  

From the very beginning of his life Locke came in contact with Lord Ashley, who was the 

founder of Whig party. In 1666, he met Ashley for the first time. Within a year of the 

meeting, Locke joined Ashley’s household in London. This incident proved to be a turning 

point in Locke’s life. The Glorious Revolution was another potent influence on him. This 

influence was so significant that his whole political philosophy moved round it. His notion of 

human nature was an outcome of this revolution. Sydney who was executed for treason in 

1683 was another influence on Locke. He stated that the authority resided with the people. 
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Thus Locke borrowed this idea from him though he presented it in his own way and style. 

Locke died in 28th October, 1704 in Essex. All thinkers are influenced by their time and the 

surrounding environment. Therefore, a reading of the above paragraph will help you to 

comprehend the background of Locke which helped him in formulating his ideas.  

3.5Locke on State of Nature: 

We have already mentioned that Locke’s view on the state of nature is a logical extension of 

his views of human nature. He agrees with Hobbes that there is a stage in human history 

when there is no state and the people live without any controls and regulations. Like Hobbes, 

Locke does not consider the state of nature as the state of war of each against all. On the other 

hand, he considers it as an era of “peace, good-will, mutual assistance and preservation”. He 

conceives the state of nature as a pre-political rather than a pre-social condition. As social 

beings, people have lived together in perfect peace and harmony and the society, Locke 

believes, is quite well organized. Locke also believes that in the state of nature life is not 

intolerable and there is no perpetual hostility. Peace and reason prevail in the state of nature 

as the fellow beings are socially inclined towards each other and have a mutual bond of union 

among themselves. The spirit of sociability and brotherhood characterize such state and all 

are happy, equal and free and possess the right to property. Thus, we can say that the life of 

the people in Locke’s state of nature appears to be different from Hobbes’ depiction as both 

offer contrasting pictures. Locke also argues that before living in the civil state, the people 

are living in the state of nature characterized by peace and prosperity. It is a state of goodwill 

governed by the law of nature. He again states that the law of nature is based on the principle 

of equality. Locke stands for the idea that personal liberty matters most in the state of nature 

than physical liberty. He further believes that though there is no common authority in the 

state of nature, the consequence is not anarchic. Locke highlights three deficiencies in the 

state of nature. These are:  

• The lack of an established, settled and known law. Because of the lack, law can be 

interpreted by each individual in his own way leading to a confusing state.  

• The Lack of an impartial judge who can interpret and execute the law of nature without 

personal whims.  

• The Lack of an executive organ which can enforce a just decision. Individuals agree to enter 

into a contract and create the state chiefly to remove these inconveniences and uncertainties 

of the state of nature.  

 

Check your progress:  

1. Write true or false  

a) According to John Locke, human beings are nasty and brutish.  

b) Locke considers the state of nature as the state of war of each against all.  
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2. Write a brief note on Locke’s view on human nature. 

 3. According to John Locke, what is the condition of the state of nature?  

 

SAQ: Make a comparative analysis of the human nature and the state of nature as depicted by 

Hobbes and Locke. (100 words)  

................................................................................................................................................ 

............................................................................................................................................... 

............................................................................................................................................... 

............................................................................................................................................... 

 

3.6Locke’s idea of Social Contract: 

We have already learnt that according to Locke, state is created by the individuals through a 

contract to remove some inconveniences and uncertainties of the state of nature. We have 

also learnt that social contract is an extension of the pre-existing morality which exists in the 

state of nature. Locke stresses on God’s permissions rather than on God’s prohibitions that is 

natural rights before natural law. They become an asset rather than a liability, something men 

desire to keep rather than to give up. Restricting the Hobbesian natural right to a given 

number of natural rights makes natural right much more manageable, and, being manageable, 

natural rights can be retained within the framework of civil society.  

Now, we must remember here that Locke’s social contract is a contract of each with all. It is a 

contract under which each individual agrees to concede to the community as a whole. The 

individuals surrender only those rights whose exercise introduce an element of distraction in 

the state of nature and the surrender of these rights makes peace secured. Thus the individuals 

surrender the rights to interpret the law for them, to execute it and to punish anyone who 

transgresses these rights. The rest of the rights remain the same even in the civil society. 

There are certain important features of Locke’s idea of social contract. These are–  

• It is a double sided contract in which the sovereign is not outside the contract but forms a 

part of it.  

• Locke gives only limited powers to the community. The civil community which is to 

interpret and execute law is as much bound by it as the individual is.  

• The social contract of Locke is unanimous. His contract is based on the consent of the 

people.  

• Locke’s contract is enforceable on the present generation only. It is not compulsory for all 

the subsequent generations to follow the contract.  
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• After signing the contract, Locke does not dissolve the state of nature. Locke’s idea of 

social contract is irrevocable in the sense that once people have entered into the contract, they 

cannot revert back to the state of nature unless the government is dissolved.  

Thus we can say that, social contract is a double process for Locke. Men therefore, have a 

right of rebellion, and perhaps even a moral duty to rebel if government begins to frustrate 

God’s purpose for the world. In all events, the Lockean ‘sovereign’ is a party to the contract 

to set up government. Hence, it is clear from the above discussion that unlike Hobbes’, in 

Locke’ social contract, two contracts take place and he does not prefer absolute monarchy. 

We can therefore, say that Locke is a supporter of the limited form of Monarchial system.  

 

Stop to consider: 

Principal works of John Locke: 

Locke wrote thirtyfive books touching all walks of life. His first works namely Two Tracts on 

Government (1662) and Essays on the Law of Nature in Latin (1664) were written at Oxford. 

His whole philosophy was based on the ideas expressed in Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding published in 1679. It was forbidden as a text for tutorial discussions in Oxford 

and its colleges. In his An Essay Concerning Toleration (1667) he campaigned vigorously for 

toleration. Some of his minor works like Second Letter on Toleration (1691) and Third Letter 

on Toleration (1692) were written in response to the criticism made by Jonas Prost. In 1693, 

Some Thoughts on Education and in 1695 the Reasonableness of Christianity were published. 

In the First Treatise Locke offered a detailed critique of Robert Filmer’sPatriarchia, a quasi-

religious attempt to show that absolute monarchy was the natural system of human social 

organization. The Second Treatise on Government developed Locke’s detailed account of the 

origin, aims and structure of any civil government. 

 

3.7: Summing Up:  

After reading this unit you all have learnt according to Lockeliberty depends upon the 

necessity of pursuing true happiness and upon the government of our passions. Moreover, 

Locke’s view of human nature is not so profound and as consistent as that of Hobbes.The 

state of nature, which Locke described, was thus in contrast to the argument of Hobbes, pre-

eminently social in character. For him, it was not a state of constant warfare. Rather, it is a 

state of ‘peace, goodwill, mutual assistance and preservation.’ Again, Locke believed that 

man are by nature rational beings and hence they obey the law of nature. Regarding social 

contract, Locke is of the opinion that society and state were created in different steps. Further, 

according to him, government is like a trust which is bound to act within the terms of its 

constitution. In the following units of this block we shall discus the ideas of another thinker 

of social contract tradition i.e. Rousseau.  

 



Block II (Unit: 3) 

INF1016: Western Political Thought 

3.8 References and Suggested Readings: 

1. Mukharjee, Subrata&SushilaRamaswamy. A History of Political Thought, Plato to Marx, 

Prentice Hall, New Delhi, 2003.  

2. J.S.McClelland, A History of Western Political Thought, Routledge. London and New 

York, 1996.  

3. Gauba, O.P. An Introduction to Political Theory, Macmillan India Limited, New Delhi, 

1995 

4. Gupta, R. C. “Great Political Thinkers: East and West, Educational Publishers, Agra 1997 

 

Links: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Locke http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/locke/ 

http://answers.google.com/answers/threadview?id=39026 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/93360/John-Locke-on-Property-Rights  

 

-----X----- 

 



Block II (Unit: 4) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

 

UNIT: 4 

JOHN LOCKE: NATURAL RIGHT, AND LIMITED GOVERNMENT 

 

Contents:  

4.1 Introduction 

4.2 Objectives  

4.3 Locke on Individualism  

4.4 Locke on Private Property  

4.5 Locke’s View on Natural Right and Natural Law  

4.6 Critical Appreciation of Locke’s Political Philosophy  

4.7 An estimate of Locke’s Contribution 

4.8 Summing Up  

4.9 References and Suggested Readings  

 

4.1 Introduction: 

In the previous unit we have discussed some of the important ideas of Locke. It is believed 

that liberalism as a creed began with Locke. This unit will try to examine Locke as an 

individualist. Moreover, it will alsoviews on law, rights, property, etc. Locke’s concepts of 

constitutionalism, toleration, natural rights, limited consensual, law based authority, 

pluralism, property have a significant impact in establishing and nurturing a liberal society in 

England beyond the English settlement of 1688.  

 

4.2 Objectives: 

This unit attempts to deal with the ideas and views of Locke who has made significant 

contribution towards the growth of ideas like constitutionalism, natural rights and human 

nature. After reading this unit you will be able to 

• analyze Locke as an individualist explain Locke’s views on private property  

• discuss Locke’s views on natural right and natural law  

• examine Locke as an individualist 

 

4.3 Locke on Individualism : 

From the discussions of the unit 3 of this block we have learnt got the idea about Locke’s 

views on human nature, state of nature and social contract. Now we are now going to discuss 

Locke as an individualist in this section. We already know that Locke is one of those few 

political philosophers of his age who stands against the idea of his time and boldly expressed 

his political ideas. He is not convinced that the individual has no standing whatsoever and he 
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is only an insignificant and subordinate organ of the society. On the other hand, he believes 

that the individual has a definite standing. Locke displays himself as an ardent individualist in 

his writing. 

 

Now, we will discuss the main features of the individualist philosophy of Locke. It must be 

remembered that Locke accords a fundamental position to the innate and natural rights in his 

scheme and asserts that the natural rights of life, liberty and property belong to the individual 

due to the fact of his very personality. In the philosophy of Locke, individual occupies the 

supreme place and for that purpose he even gives the individual the right to resist the 

sovereign. In other words, to him the natural rights are prior to the state. Again, we have also 

learnt that the state is created for the protection of the natural rights and the happiness of the 

individual. According to Locke, the individual is the end and the state stands for preserving 

the rights and freedoms of the individuals. Locke believes that a state where the interests of 

the individuals are best protected can be termed as the best state. It is the foremost duty of the 

state to preserve, protect and honour the innate and natural rights of mankind. It may be noted 

here that Locke seeks rights and freedom for all men without distinction. Locke attempts to 

base the government on the consent of the individuals. He considers the government based on 

the consent of the individual as the legitimate government. The government will be regarded 

as illegitimate if it is not based on the consent of individual.  

According to Locke, law can have no binding force without the consent of the individuals. 

Viewed in this context, he does not consider an absolute government or monarchy as the true 

government because it is based on caprice rather than reason. The belief in the individual 

consent also implies that people can withdraw their consent if the state violates its trust. 

Locke assigns purely negative functions to the state. It interferes only when the rights of the 

individual are endangered. Otherwise the individual is left completely free to pursue his 

moral, material and intellectual pursuits. As a staunch individualist, Locke cannot reconcile 

with the idea of assigning positive functions to the state which can lead to state intervention 

in the personal affairs of the individual. In his social contract, Locke has said that the state 

should confine its functions to checking the violations of the rights of individuals. It can only 

interfere when there is infringement of rights of individuals. Locke proves himself a great 

individualist by assigning only negative functions to the state. He has left the individual 

isolated and alone in many fields, particularly in his personal affairs. 

Locke’s views on property further confirm him as an ardent individualist. He says that 

property initially owned in common becomes private property of an individual after he mixes 

his labour with it or imparts a bit of his individuality to the common object. According to 

him, property in which individual adds his labour becomes his private property and none has 

the right to touch or snatch that. This is probably the best way to emphasize the importance 

and worth of the individual and Locke assigns a prominent position to the law of nature and 

insists that even the state law must conform to it under all circumstances. According to him, 

secular law cannot be above natural law. Thus he places the state completely at the mercy of 

the individual. Locke displays his strong individualist bias in his views on revolution. He 
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authorizes the individual to rise in revolt against the state if it transgresses its limits or fails to 

carry out its part of obligation. He has also said that the state can be justified to the extent to 

which it can protect as well as strengthen the rights of the individuals. The happiness of the 

individuals or love for individualism is the end of the state. If the state fails to do so, the 

individual can revolt against it. Thus in Locke’s scheme of things the state is reduced to the 

position of a hand-maid of the individual who rules supreme. A state should bestow and not 

snatch rights.  

Again, Locke’s faith in pleasure and pain, which forms the starting point of his philosophy, 

proves him to be an ardent individualist. He says that all the actions of an individual are 

motivated by the desire for pleasure and avoidance of pain. Locke therefore, concludes that 

every individual should be spared of pains and given maximum pleasure. So he has stressed 

on the pleasure of the individual and not of the society. Locke advocates division of power, 

because he is convinced that it is an essential pre-condition for the preservation of individual 

freedom. Unless there is division of power, it will be futile to talk about individual freedom. 

It is evident from the above discussion that Locke is an ardent individualist. In fact some of 

the scholars have criticized Locke for carrying individualism to such an extreme. Prof. Laski 

says, “Locke reduced the state to a negative institution, a kind of gigantic limited liability 

company”. By assigning purely negative functions to the state, Locke, in fact, ensures the 

domination of the strong over the weak and rich over the poor. According to some critics, 

Locke does not pay any attention to the moral upliftment of the individual. But it cannot be 

said that his individualism has no value. In fact, Locke theory forms the basis for the 

development of theories of liberalism and utilitarianism which subsequently became popular.  

 

SAQ: Make a critical evaluation of Locke as an individualist (80 words). 

................................................................................................................................................... 

................................................................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................................................................  

 

Stop to consider: 

Locke on Revolution: 

Locke was in favour of Glorious Revolution of 1688 in England. He believes that people 

have every right to revolt against the government if it fails to protect their rights. He also 

holds the opinion that government holds power only for the welfare of the people. If the 

government fails to perform the functions, the people have every right to resort to arms and 

set up new government. The government loses its legitimacy as soon as it becomes arbitrary 

and exceeds its authority. But according to him, right to revolution does not mean 

encouragement for rebellion. People are permitted to revolt only when they have lost their 

patience and all the other methods have failed. Locke’s support of Glorious Revolution is 

evident from the fact that the background of the Second Treatise is provided by the years of 
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rebellion against the English Throne. It is also believed that the preface of the text has 

defended the philosophical and political concepts of the Glorious Revolution.  

 

4.4 Locke on Private Property: 

 We have already discussed Locke as an ardent individualist and it is apparent from his views 

on private property. Private property is an age-old institution. It is the subject matter of many 

controversial theories both in political as well as economic fields. Locke firmly believes that 

the institution of private property is essential for the development of mankind. He believes 

that man is an entrepreneurial animal. He has right to own private property. Locke uses the 

word property in both broad and narrow senses. In a broad sense, it covers a wide range of 

human interests and aspirations. Conceived in a narrow sense, it refers to material goods. 

According to Locke, state comes into being to protect the natural rights of life, liberty and 

property of mankind. He believes that of all the rights, the right to property is the most sacred 

and the valuable one. He believes that the state must preserve private property for the 

happiness of the citizens. According to Locke, private property always constitutes an 

important source of joy. Locke’s theory of property is a labour theory of property. He 

believes that God gives the world to men for his common use. People can keep the fruits of 

their labour with them as long as they follow the basic rule of not wasting anything. There 

must be enough left in common for others. He justifies ownership of private property on 

different grounds. Now let us discus the grounds on which Locke has justified private 

property.  

• First, Locke justifies private property on religious grounds. According to him, God has 

given mankind the appropriate means for making use of the resources. It is the duty of the 

individuals to develop the resources so that they can actually sustain life.  

• Another justification for the retention of private property as given by Locke is that property 

is the result of human labour. He says that men put their labour by way of tilling and sowing 

the land. It is his labour which makes the land worthy of possession and converts lands into 

private property. He argues that it is human labour which distinguishes private ownership 

from common ownership. Labour is the exclusive and unquestioned property of the labourer 

and by mixing his labour with a piece of land, an individual acquires the right to possess 

whatever he has made out of that material. • Social sanction and recognition from the past is 

another justification for owning private property.  

• Another justification is that private property emerges in the society and continues to exist 

even today whether we like it or not.  

• Locke has justified the institution of private property on historical ground. History has 

witnessed that people who do not own property, suffer under tyranny and people without 

property are deprived of their liberty. Hobbes believes that encouraging the institution of 

private property appears to be a valid guarantee for all kinds of liberty. He believes that 

private property is the natural right of every individual and the state must protect this right. 
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Thus, we find that according to Locke the ownership of property is created by the application 

of labour. According to Locke, unused property is a waste and an offence against nature. 

Labour not only creates property but also determines its value. The right to property is a 

natural right and therefore, it comes prior to the government. Locke argues that property 

represents human entitlements. He states that the chief objective or the main aim of the union 

of human beings into a commonwealth is the preservation and protection of their property. 

The purpose of all government is to secure the material possessions of all human beings. 

Locke identifies property with society. He states that even if the commonwealth is based on 

freely elected representatives, it cannot alienate property from its subjects arbitrarily.  

No government can deprive an individual of his material possessions without the consent of 

the latter. The state is created for the sole protection of property. Therefore, no part or whole 

of the individual’s property can be alienated without his consent. Locke also states that no 

taxes can be levied without the consent of the individuals. Otherwise it invades the 

fundamental right to property. Locke defends property that is directly acquired through one’s 

labour. He avoids the issue of inheritance or transactions as gifts. Here we should remember 

that Locke divides the society into two classes with different rights viz, classes owning 

property and classes without property. Locke’s views on private property have been criticized 

by many political thinkers. C. B. Macpherson sees Locke as a defender of unrestricted 

capitalist accumulation. Macpherson argues that Locke’s views on property makes him a 

bourgeois apologist, a defender of the privileges of the possessing classes. Macpherson’s 

arguments are challenged by Dunn, Laslett, Tully, Wood etc. They argue that Locke can at 

best be seen as a spokesman of agrarian capitalism. Locke’s stress on the importance of 

labour and industry for higher productivity becomes apparent during the Enclosure 

movement. The Enclosure movement is a protest against confiscation of land without the 

consent of the individual owner. 

 

Stop to consider: 

Locke on Government: Locke believes that state and government come into being for the 

welfare of the people. According to him, the state should create some standards by which the 

individuals can judge what is wrong and what is right. The government should provide the 

subjects an impartial authority to settle down the disputes. According to Locke, the 

government should also safeguard the interest of its individuals from the outside agencies. 

Locke believes that government can be divided into three forms, namely, monarchy, 

aristocracy and democracy. He is of the view that limited democracy is the best form of 

government. By limited democracy Locke means that form of democracy in which power has 

been delegated to the representatives guided by the electorates.  
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Check Your Progress: 

1. Locke’s labour theory of property greatly influences Marx’s labour theory of value. 

(True/False) 

 2. Which one of the following statements of Locke confirms that he is an individualist  

a. The natural rights are prior to the state.  

b. He seeks rights and freedom for all men without distinction.  

c. He bases the government on the consent of the individual.  

d. All the above.  

3. Why according to Locke individuals enter in to contract in the state of nature.  

4. Mention four grounds on which Locke justifies private property.  

 

4.5: Locke’s View on Natural Right and Natural Law 

 In the previous sections of the unit we have learnt that Locke believes that before joining the 

civil state, people have lived in the state of nature. The state of nature is a state of peace, 

goodwill and mutual understanding as people are peace loving and understanding. Life is not 

intolerable in the state of nature. The state of nature is only a pre-political society and not a 

pre-social society. Locke’s view on natural law is simple. According to him, there are certain 

laws whose content is set in nature by God and has universal validity. By the law of nature 

Locke means a set of rules for human behaviour. He agrees with Grotius that law of nature is 

only legal in character but it represents moral and rational reasoning of the society. It is a 

conduct and code of rules which governs all people at all time.  

Locke’s law of nature is based on two factors  

1. Reason  

2. Equality of all in relation to each other.  

Locke has tried to pinpoint as to how the people should behave with each other. By the law of 

nature he promotes equality in independence. According to him, it is everybody’s birth right. 

For him, it is the pre-condition of natural law. Locke argues that all should be free and equal 

to act and think within the bounds of natural law. The act of people should not violate the law 

of nature. The violation of law under certain circumstances is decided by reason. Those who 

violate the law of nature should be punished by everyone. According to Locke, the 

fundamental natural law is that the human life should be preserved as much as possible.  

The natural law as stated by Locke has faced some serious criticisms.  
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• The natural law has not been codified properly. There is no standardized legal norm for the 

codification.  

• The natural law can be interpreted by every individual in the way he likes as there is a lack 

of an established, settled and known law. Hence, there will be as many interpretations of law 

as the individuals wish. Consequently, it will lead to a confusing state in practice.  

• A law must have an accepted judge to interpret it. But in the state of nature there is no such 

judge to interpret the natural laws. Obviously, when people are their own judges, the passions 

are bound to rise.  

• There is no executive power to enforce the natural law and that makes the law meaningless. 

Thus, we know that Locke conceptualizes rights as natural and inalienable. According to 

Locke, there are three natural rights. 

• Right to life- everyone is entitled to live once one is born.  

• Right to liberty- everyone is entitled to do anything one wants to so long as it does not 

conflict with the first right.  

• Right to property- everyone is entitled to own all one creates or gains through gift or trade 

so long as it does not conflict with the first two rights. These rights protect our freedom to 

control our own lives consistent with the rights of others to do the same. Locke argues that 

the natural rights alone are solely capable of maintaining a harmonious society. Locke also 

opines that man is originally born into a state of nature where he is rational, tolerant and 

happy. In this original existence, man is entitled to enjoy the rights of life, liberty and 

property. Locke believes that the preservation of these natural rights is only reason for the 

existence of government.  

 

Stop to consider:  

Locke’s view on state: 

Locke assumes that the state is composed of three powers viz. legislative, executive and 

federative. Legislative power is the most important power. Locke assigns supreme power to 

the legislature but does not grant it absolute power. People can curtail its power if it acts 

contrary to the trust reposed in it. The executive power includes the judicial power also. 

Locke assigns it the duty of enforcing the law and permits it to impose necessary penalties in 

accordance with the laws. Locke limits the power of the executive wing by making it 

dependent on the legislature. The federative power includes the duty to protect the interest of 

the community and the individual citizens in relations to other communities and citizens.  
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4.6 Critical Appreciation of Locke’s Political Philosophy: 

Locke has been criticized by many thinkers on various grounds. In this section we attempt a 

critical appreciation of Locke’s political philosophy.  

• Locke takes a mechanistic view of state and society which is not correct. The state and 

society are not institutions which can simply be created or destroyed by the individual at will. 

There are certainly more complicated motives involved in the formation of the community 

than Locke wanted us to believe.  

• Locke’s philosophy suffers from logical inconsistencies and he does not stick to any 

particular opinion. For e.g. at various times he asserts that the sovereignty resides with the 

individual, the community, the government and the legislature. At the very initial stage of his 

theory of social contract he gives us the impression that the individual and his rights are 

absolute. But a little later he attributes supremacy to the community as a whole. As he 

proceeds further he vests the supreme power in the government as a trustee of the 

community. And finally he asserts that the supreme power inside the government rests with 

the legislature. At another stage he even suggests that a single person can have supreme 

power f the executive power is vested in him and he has a share in the legislature. It is indeed 

difficult to make out what Locke actually wants to convey.  

• Locke refers to the original contract without specifying the outcome of this contract- 

whether it is society or state. Probably to overcome this difficulty he envisages a second 

contract, though he does not make a specific mention of it.  

• There is a clear contradiction of the denial of innate ideas and belief in inborn natural rights.  

• Locke gives supreme powers to the majority and treats its acts as acts of the community as a 

whole. It does not matter whether a person is deprived of his so called natural rights by a 

single individual or the majority. Locke fails to realize that even the majority can be despotic.  

• Again, Locke wrongly assumes that natural rights can exist in the pre-civil society in the 

absence of an enforcement agency.  

• His theory of natural laws is also deficient in so far he fails to explain how and from where 

the law of nature originates and why it should be binding even without the power of 

enforcement. His views on law of nature are quite unconvincing. 

• Locke after painting a very bright picture of the state of nature fails to give any convincing 

arguments as to why people decide to descend from Golden Age to Iron Age.  

• Locke’s theory of tacit consent is defective in so far as it contains no provision for 

continuity of consent and the contract once concluded is binding on all the succeeding 

generations.  

• Locke has depicted the man of his state of nature leading a highly moral and civilized life, 

enjoying certain rights and duties. This is more of a picture of a civil man than a man living 

in the primitive society.  
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• Locke has been criticized for depriving the state of all moral authority and assigning it 

purely negative functions. He specifically debars the state from undertaking functions like 

promotion of education, morality, scientific and intellectual development. In this way his 

theory is contrary to the notions of modern welfare state.  

 

 

Stop to consider:  

Locke on Religion: Locke is a supporter of religious tolerance. Locke believes in religious 

tolerance except in the case of those who has foreign allegiance. Further, according to Locke, 

the church should not interfere with the state affairs. The state should not interfere in the 

religious beliefs of its individuals. He argues that the state should not intrude in the religious 

affairs of the individuals except when peace of the state is threatened. Locke has assigned the 

civil magistrates the function of regulating religious practice for peace, safety and security of 

his people. He believes that church and state are two separate organizations and should be 

treated as such. He does not support religious persecution also. Religious tolerance is 

essential for human and national development.  

 

4.7 An estimate of Locke’s Contribution: 

In this unit we have discussed various ideas of the English political thinker John Locke. We 

have already read the criticisms levelled against John Locke. Though his views have been 

severely criticized, it cannot be denied that he is one of the most influential thinkers in the 

field of modern political thought. He is the first thinker to draw a distinction between society, 

state and government and to put them in proper chronological order. He opines that society 

comes prior to state and this idea is accepted even today. According to him, society existed in 

the state of nature and was followed by the state and ultimately the government came into 

existence to exercise the powers of the state as its trustee. Locke has contributed significantly 

to the political theory the doctrine of natural rights. According to Dunning, “the most 

distinctive contribution of Locke to political theory is his doctrine of natural rights”. He 

stresses that the state stands for the preservation of these rights. According to him, state 

comes into being to uphold these natural rights.  

Locke also emphasizes the doctrine of supremacy of community on which Rousseau’s theory 

of ‘General Will’ is based. Locke also opines that the individuals have the right to revolt 

against the state if the state fails to achieve the ends for which it is created. His views on the 

right to revolt are influential as the people of America and France have tried to translate his 

views into actual practice. Though these two revolutions differ from each other, they share 

common heritage from Locke. His ideas on constitutionalism, toleration, natural rights, 

limited consensual and law-based authority and private property have profoundly influenced 

the political establishment of England, America, France and Holland.  
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Locke is also regarded as the champion of liberalism of eighteenth century. In fact it is 

believed that liberalism as a political creed began with Locke. He argues that if the state goes 

beyond its jurisdiction, its authority must be restricted. In this way, Locke provides the basis 

for the development of the idea of a democratic state based on popular institutions and 

constitutional government. He also emphasizes the principle of consent of the governed and 

majority rule which form the basis of the modern democratic institutions. Locke regards the 

concept of separation of powers as an essential ingredient for preservation of individual 

liberty. His idea provides the basis for Montesquieu’s classical theory of separation of 

powers. It can also be said that Locke’s thought contains the seeds of utilitarianism. He 

greatly emphasizes the general happiness of the people which is later adopted by Bentham. 

While dealing with utilitarian ideas, Bentham adopts Locke’s concept of state as a machine, 

but he brushes aside Locke’s theory of natural rights. In this we can say that though Bentham 

does not follow Locke blindly, he is indebted to Locke for the basic principles of 

utilitarianism.  

Locke delineates the idea of popular sovereignty which had a preference even over political 

sovereignty. In his set up everything revolves round the individual whom he conceived lived 

even before the state came into existence. There is no denial that his conception of 

individualism is much more ahead of the modern individualist. He can claim to have a place 

as the forerunner of modern individualism. Locke lays great emphasis on the principles of 

toleration and secularism. He for the first time reduces church to a voluntary society which 

can exert no power saves over its members. The state was expected to remain neutral in 

religious matters unless the views expressed at the religious meetings posed a threat to the 

peace and existence of the state. He gives a death blow to notions of divine rights and 

asserted that state is human institution. He does not favour interference of god or religious 

leaders in the affairs of the state. It is found that Locke has tremendous influence on political 

institutions of his own time and also on the posterity. French Huguenots, Tshe Dutch, 

Montesquieu, Rousseau were greatly influenced by him. The impression of Locke on the 

American declaration of independence is quite clear.  

 

4.8 Summing Up: 

The political theory of Locke depends for their plausibility on the different pictures of the 

state of nature. This unit provides you a comprehensive account of Locke’s political 

philosophy. After reading this unit, you are now in a position to discuss Locke’s view on the 

state of nature and human nature. Locke’s state of nature is different form the concept given 

by Hobbes. Locke considers human beings as the moral beings. He considers state of nature 

as state of liberty where natural laws prevail. Moreover, you have also learnt that Locke is 

considered to be one of the important social contract theorists after Hobbes. According to 

Locke, the social contract is a contract of each individual with all. The individuals surrender 

only those rights through the contract whose exercise introduce an element of distraction in 

the state of nature and makes its peace secure.  
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Locke has also discussed at length the natural rights and natural laws. According to him, 

there are three kinds of natural rights, viz, right to life, liberty and property. He also believes 

that the natural rights are solely capable of maintaining a harmonious society. In this unit, 

you have also learnt that Locke has contributed significantly to the growth of 

constitutionalism and utilitarianism. Rousseau’s formulation of the theory of ‘General Will’ 

draws on Locke’s idea of the supremacy of community. In the next unit of this block, we will 

be dealing with the views of Rousseau who is also considered to be an important social 

contract theorist. After familiarizing you with Locke’s ideas in this unit, in the next units we 

attempt to give you a comparative study of Locke and Rousseau.  
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UNIT: 5 

J.J. ROUSSEAU: STATE OF NATURE, HUMAN NATURE SOCIAL CONTRACT 

 

Contents:  

5.1 Introduction  

5.2 Objectives  

5.3 Rousseau on Human nature and Private Property  

5.4 Rousseau on the State of Nature  

5.5 Rousseau’s Idea of Social Contract  

5.6 Summing Up  

5.7 References and Suggested Readings  

 

5.1 Introduction  

Rousseau is a great political philosopher, educationist and essayist of the eighteenth century. 

He is also known as a great novelist, composer of music and a theorist. His ideas and political 

philosophies have influenced the French Revolution and the development of modern political 

and educational thought. The great eccentric Rousseau is a genius but he often faces 

criticisms for his conflicting and contradictory ideas. He is a staunch advocator of individual 

freedom. However, at times he also advocates collectivism. Many thinkers have viewed him 

as a precursor of modern totalitarianism. Rousseau criticizes property as the root cause of all 

evils and at the same time defends property in civil society. He also criticizes religion but 

refuses to assign any place to the atheists in his republic. The influence of Rousseau’s ideas 

can be seen not only in politics and government but also in education, literature, religion, 

morality, customs and manners. He paves the way for the great revolutions that take place 

within a decade of his death. Rousseau’s intellectual contribution to the world makes him a 

monumental figure in the history of political theory and through the idea of “General Will’, 

he contributes the idea of popular will and democracy to the world of political philosophy.  In 

this unit, we shall discuss Rousseau as an individualist and as a theorist of social contract. 

Hence, here we shall deal with Rousseau’s ideas on Human nature and the State of Nature.  

 

5.2 Objectives  

Rousseau is an important figure in the history of political theory as his major ideas of 

individualism, collectivism and theories of social contract have helped to shape the course of 

political philosophy. After reading this unit you will be able to:  

• Analyse Rousseau’s ideas on Human nature and Private Property  

• discuss Rousseau’s view on the State of Nature  

• explain his ideas of Social Contract  
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5.3 Rousseau on Human Nature and Private Property 

In the previous units of this block, we have already discussed the ideas of Hobbes and Locke 

on human nature. The concept of social contract is an important aspect of Hobbes and 

Locke’s theorization of the system of government. Following them, Rousseau continues the 

discussion on social contract. While elaborating the idea of social contract, Rousseau deals 

with the concept of natural man and put forwarded the idea of ‘General will’. Rousseau 

observes that, ‘the first man who, having fenced in a piece of land, said “This is mine” and 

found people naive enough to believe him, that man was the true founder of civil society. 

From how many crimes, wars and murders, from how many horrors and misfortunes might 

not anyone has saved mankind, by pulling up the stakes, or filling up the ditch, and crying to 

his fellows: Beware of listening to this impostor, you are undone if you once forget that the 

fruits of the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to nobody.’ (Jean Jacques Rousseau, 

Discourse on Inequality, 1754)  

 Rousseau differs from Hobbes for asserting that man, in the state of nature is wicked. On the 

other hand, he opines that ‘uncorrupted morals’ characterizes the state of nature. However, 

Rousseau does not believe that human beings act morally in the state of nature. He further 

believes that the terms like ‘justice’, ‘wickedness’ are inapplicable to pre-political society. 

Thus, Rousseau is of the view that human beings, in the state of nature may act with the 

ferocity of an animal. Consequently, human beings are good only when they are self-

sufficient and not subject to the vices of political society. In this way, the natural goodness of 

humanity, as defined by Rousseau, is the goodness of the animal which is neither good nor 

bad. In his Discourse on Inequality (1754), Rousseau traces man’s social evolution from the 

primitive state of nature to the modern society. According to Rousseau the passage from the 

state of nature to the civil state produces a very remarkable change in man, by substituting 

justice for instinct in his conduct, and giving his actions the morality they had formerly 

lacked. Then only, when the voice of duty takes the place of physical impulses and right of 

appetite, does man, who so far had considered only himself, find that he is forced to act on 

different principles, and to consult his reason before listening to his inclinations. Although, in 

this state, he deprives himself of some advantages which he got from nature, he gains in 

return others so great, his faculties are so stimulated and developed, his ideas so extended, his 

feelings so ennobled, and his whole soul so uplifted, that, did not the abuses of this new 

condition often degrade him below that which he left, he would be bound to bless continually 

the happy moment which took him from it forever, and, instead of a stupid and unimaginative 

animal, made him an intelligent being and a man. (The Social Contract, Chapter 8)  

Thus, from the above statement, we can find that Rousseau believes that man, in the state of 

nature is equal, self-sufficient and contended. In short, every man in the state of nature lives a 

life of idyllic simplicity and happiness. In his Discourse on Inequality, Rousseau further 

argues that civilization has robbed the individual of the natural freedom and made him cruel, 

selfish and bloodthirsty. Therefore, he regards the human beings in the state of nature as the 

‘noble savages’. In the words of Rousseau, …. from the moment one man began to stand in 

need of the help of another; from the moment it appeared advantageous to any one man to 

have enough provisions for two, equality too disappeared, property was introduced, for work 

became indispensable, and vast forests became smiling fields, which man had to water with 

the sweat of his brow, and where slavery and misery were soon seem to germinate and grow 

up with crops (Rousseau 1958: 199).  
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Now we can trace the connection between the thinkers as like Hobbes, Rousseau also 

believes that in the state of nature, the institution of private property is absent. Moreover, 

Rousseau also believes that the civil society has emerged to protect the property of a few and 

the institutionalization of property rights put an end to the sense of self-sufficiency that 

existed in the state of nature, thereby bringing misery to the majority.  

 

Stop to Consider: 

 Life sketch of Rousseau: Rousseau was born in Geneva on June 28 in 1712. His mother died 

soon after his birth and his father deserted the family. Rousseau was put to school by one of 

his uncles. But he did not enjoy formal education and at 16 Rousseau ran away from home 

and for 14 long years he roamed around Europe. In 1742 Rousseau came to Paris to earn his 

livelihood. He became the secretary to the French ambassador in Venice from 1743-1744. In 

1749 the Academy at Dijon announced a prize for the best essay on the question: ‘Has the 

progress of sciences and arts contributed to corrupt or profit morality’. Rousseau worked on 

the essay and won the first prize. After winning this award, Rousseau turned into a great 

literary person from a non-entity. After that he wrote many books among which The Emile 

and The Social Contract have drawn great attention of the political philosophers of the world. 

Besides, his contribution to the field of Political Science, Rousseau also made significant 

contributions in other fields like opera and music. One of his operas, ‘Le Devin du Village’ 

(The Village Soothsayer) became an instant hit in Paris in 1753. A Dictionary of music 

written by Rousseau can be regarded as another notable contribution of him. However, 

despite the success and fame, Rousseau was persecuted for religious reasons. His two 

valuable works The Emile and The Social Contract were burnt in Paris as well as in Geneva. 

Rousseau went in to hiding facing the threat of imprisonment. He died in 1778.  

 

Check your Progress 1 

1. Rousseau considers man as wicked by nature (write True or False)  

2. Mention two characteristics of human beings as pointed out by Rousseau.  

3. How does Rousseau differ from Hobbes while put forwarding his ideas on Human nature? 

Explain. 

4. Why does Rousseau regard the human beings in the state of nature as the ‘noble savages’? 

5. Write a short note on Rousseau’s idea on private property.  

 

3.4 Rousseau on the State of Nature:  

After discussing Rousseau’s idea on Human nature in the above section, now we are going to 

discuss his idea on the state of nature. Like his predecessors, Hobbes and Locke, Rousseau 

also begins his theory of social contract with a description of the state of nature. However, 

Rousseau’s theorization is different from Hobbes and Locke although we can trace the 

similarities between them. To elaborate, Rousseau agrees with Hobbes and Locke that in the 
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state of nature, self-preservation is men’s basic drive. We have already learnt that while 

describing the state of nature, Hobbes regards man as wicked by nature. So, according to him, 

the state of nature is characterized by a state of war where men fight against each other. For 

establishing peace and security in the society, men enter into a mutual contract in order to 

surrender all their rights and possessions in favour of the ‘Sovereign’. Locke, on the other 

hand, believes that the state of nature is a state characterized by peace and goodwill. But the 

inconveniences in the state of nature prompt people to enter into a contract for an orderly 

living.  

Again, we have found that Hobbes believes that society is the corrupting force that 

transforms ‘natural man’ into a wicked man. Rousseau argues that Hobbes has failed to 

define the state of nature correctly. According to Rousseau, in the state of nature a man will 

be like a savage whose actions are primarily determined by immediate needs like the desire 

for food, sexual satisfaction and sleep. In such a state of nature man fears only hunger and 

pain. Rousseau considers the savage as the solitary animal and for him ‘State of Nature’ is 

much more than just a removal of government. To him, it also includes removal of all the 

cultural aspects like beliefs, languages etc. In such a situation, Rousseau believes that self-

love and pity are the only sentiments that characterize and remain in our nature. So, we find 

that according to Rousseau, human beings possess positive qualities in the state of nature and 

all the negative aspects of human nature are the result of the interaction with the society. He, 

therefore, views society as ‘artificial’ and ‘corrupt’ and argues that the furthering of the 

society results in the continuing unhappiness of humankind.  

 

Rousseau also opines that the progress of knowledge has made governments more powerful 

leading to the consequent loss of individual liberty. Thus, Rousseau points out a fundamental 

division between society and human nature. According to him, human beings are good 

because they are self-sufficient and the vices of the society fail to affect them. He also thinks 

that the development of the society, especially the growth of social interdependence, has been 

inimical to the well-being of the human society. Hence, it is clear to us that, according to 

Rousseau, men are free in the state of nature and enjoy all rights incidental to their persons.  

 

 

Stop to consider: 

Major works of Rousseau:  

1. The Discourse on the Sciences and Arts, 1750  

2. The Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, 1755  

3. The Discourse on Political Economy, 1755  

4. Julie or the New Heloise, 1761  

5. The Emile or on Education, 1762  

6. The Social Contract, 1762  
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7. The Confessions (Rousseau’s Autobiography), Part I, 1782 and Part II, 1789  

8. Reveries of the Solitary Worker, 1782  

9. Judge of Jean Jacques, 1782  

 

Rousseau’s idea of the state of nature is similar to Locke’s idea. According to Rousseau, the 

natural man leads a life of idyllic simplicity and unrestricted freedom. He believes that the 

state of nature is pre-social and pre-political. The natural man lives in isolation until his 

instincts prompt him to seek the company of others. In that sense, he is non-social and 

amoral. The natural man is, therefore, neither good nor bad, neither happy nor unhappy, 

neither evil nor virtuous. Like Hobbes, Rousseau also believes that the natural man is guided 

by a primary need and compulsion of life, namely self-preservation. Rousseau further 

considers self-interest and sympathy as the two instincts that enable the natural man to satisfy 

his needs. In this way, Rousseau idealizes man in the state of nature as a ‘noble savage’. 

Thus, Rousseau believes that these noble savages were equal. At the same time, he did not 

rule out the possibility of having inequalities among them. However, these inequalities do not 

hinder the independence and self-sufficiency of human beings as they continue to lead free, 

healthy, honest and happy lives. Rousseau’s idealization of man as ‘noble savage’ invites 

attention to the reasons behind man’s rejection of the state of nature in spite of the promise of 

liberty and happiness.  

 

Rousseau believes that the fury of nature translated in the calamities like flood, cyclone or 

earthquake in stills a sense of insecurity in man. Besides, the increase in population leads to 

various other problems. Consequently, in such a situation, man’s sense of self-dependence is 

diminished when he starts seeking the company of others. Family is the first of the social 

institutions that comes into existence. With the establishment of family, economic needs also 

arise leading to the emergence of the concept like private property. Rousseau, therefore, 

opines that, ‘the first man who enclosed a plot of ground and bethought himself saying “this 

is mine’ and found others foolish enough to believe him was the true founder of civil 

society”.  

 

Regarding the consequences of private property, Rousseau again says that, “Such was or may 

well have been the origin of society or law, which bound new fetters on the poor, and gave 

new powers to the rich, which irretrievably destroyed natural liberty, eternally fixed the law 

of property and inequality, converted clever usurpation into unalterable right and for the 

advantage of a few ambitious individuals and subjected all mankind to perpetual labour, 

slavery and wretchedness”. Thus, Rousseau believes that in the state of nature, individual is 

guided by instinct and not by reason. The life of the individuals in the state of nature is 

different as the former possessed a will and a desire for perfection. Like Hobbes, Rousseau 

believes that man in the state of nature is guided by the primary need and desire for self-

preservation. Rousseau does not view reason as the innate quality of the individuals. He also 

believes that the natural man is able to fulfill his needs without much assistance from reason. 

Reason for Rousseau is an instrument to attain ends, and if one’s ends are satisfied 
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effortlessly, then it plays a marginal role. In the state of nature, human beings have limited 

desires. However, the moment individuals starts reasoning, his range of desires also 

increases. Since happiness is dependent on the satisfaction of desires, consequently the 

rational individuals become unhappy. Under such circumstances the natural persons cease to 

be happy and his life becomes miserable where both natural equality and innocence of the 

individual is lost.  

Rousseau therefore says that, Reason is what engenders egocentrism and reflection 

strengthens it. Reason is what turns man in upon himself….Philosophy is what isolates him 

and what moves him to say in secret at the sight of a suffering man, “Perish if you will; I am 

safe and sound” (Rousseau, 1958). Rousseau also strongly believes that it is impossible for 

human beings to go back to the state of nature once society, family and private property come 

to stay. Therefore, according to him, the problem is to find a form of association which will 

defend and protect the whole common force, the person and goods of each associate. In such 

an association, an individual uniting himself with all may still obey himself alone and remain 

as free as ever. In other words, the existing social order known for its inequality and 

exploitation should be replaced by a new social order in which the community resulting from 

a voluntary social contract can be strong enough to assure every member both liberty and 

equality in much greater measure than what he possesses in the state of nature.  

Further, Rousseau believes that in the state of nature, human beings are healthy, good and 

almost equal to each other. But later, they become evil, corrupt and unequal. Thus, Rousseau 

envisages two stages of the state of nature namely, the pre-property state and the post-

property state. While the pre-property state of nature is an ideal stage, the post-property state 

of nature is wretched.  

 

Stop to Consider:  

Rousseau as an Enlightenment thinker Rousseau belongs to the age of Enlightenment which 

is also known as the Age of Reason. In this period, thinkers do not establish any particular 

mode of philosophical speculation, but agree on many fundamental issues. Thinkers of 

Enlightenment age had faith on the idea on progress and emphasize on the application of 

scientific methods. Rousseau, as a product of Enlightenment has taken into account these 

developments. However, he protests against intelligence, science and reason in so far as they 

destroy reverence, faith and moral institution, the factors on which society is based. 

According to Rousseau, arts, manners and politeness not only destroy martial virtues, but also 

deny human nature forcing individuals to conceal ‘their real shelves’.   

 

3.5 Rousseau’s Idea of Social Contract : 

We have already learnt that like Hobbes and Locke, Rousseau also belongs to the Social 

Contract school. According to Hobbes, social contract is essential in the state of nature for 

establishing peace and security for the preservation of life and liberty of every individual. But 

to Rousseau, peace has no meaning without freedom. Rousseau is of the view that 

‘Tranquility is also found in dungeons but is that enough to make them desirable places to 

live in?’ Thus, Rousseau believes that the graveyard peace is no peace. Peace is real only 
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when it is founded on liberty. Therefore, Rousseau will not exchange liberty merely for 

the sake of peace. To him, to renounce liberty is to renounce the essence of being human. 

Like Hobbes and Locke, Rousseau assumes that people enter into a social contract to come 

out of the wretched and unbearable conditions of the post-property stage of nature. According 

to him, once the serpent in the form of private property enters in the society, the whole order 

and peaceful atmosphere is disturbed and all feel the necessity of bringing back the old order 

of calmness and happy life. The Social Contract of Rousseau is not one-sided but mutual. 

Here, men will not surrender themselves to a sovereign or any external agency. According to 

Rousseau, each man of the state of nature will enter into a contract with every other person. 

Thus, in the state of nature, each man gives up their liberty to gain more than he has 

sacrificed. Hence, we can see that according to Rousseau’s, the social contract helps to 

establish a strong common force that leads to the preservation of rights and freedoms of all 

the individuals in the society and secure peace for all the citizens. Rousseau discusses his 

theory of social contract in his famous work The Social Contract. According to him, society 

is inevitable as human life is impossible without it. Forced by such necessity, the individuals 

make a contract and establish civil society. In The Emile, he distinguishes between the state 

of nature and civil society and states his preference for the latter. In his words: Oh! Emile, 

where is the man who owes nothing to the land in which he lives? Whatever, that land may 

be, he owes to it the most precious thing possessed by man, the morality of his actions and 

the love of virtue. Born in the depth of forests he would have lived in greater happiness and 

freedom; but being able to follow his inclinations without a struggle there would have been 

no merit in his goodness, he would not have been virtuous, as many be of his passions. The 

mere sight of order teaches him to know and love it. The public good, which to others is a 

mere pretext, is a real motive for him. He learns to fight against himself and to prevail, to 

sacrifice his own interest to the common weal. It is not true that he gains nothing from the 

laws; they give him courage to be just, even in the midst of the wicked. It is not true that they 

have failed to make him free; they have taught him to rule himself (Rousseau, 1911) From 

the above statement of Rousseau, it is evident that he prefers the State of Nature than the civil 

society established through social contract. However, with the increase in men’s desire, the 

possibilities of inequalities also increase. And therefore, the people of the state of nature 

make a contract. The main features of Rousseau’s Social Contract are: 

 • The individual is made to surrender everything to the society but receives back what he 

surrenders as a member of the society. In this sense he is not a loser but gainer.  

• The individual surrenders all his rights not to any individual but to a body of which he 

himself is a part.  

• The contract gives rise to an organic society. It is a moral being possessing its own life, will 

and entity. Rousseau calls it public person.  

• The contract leads to material and moral transformation of the individual.  

Now we are in a position to find an explicit difference between the contracts provided by 

Locke and Rousseau. While Locke’s contract takes into consideration a specific object in 

view, Rousseau’s contract is a continuous process because he believes that the community 

can grow rich and become fertile only with the constant participation of the individual in the 

welfare of the society.  



Block II (Unit: 5) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

Rousseau also argues that state results from a contract between individuals in their personal 

capacity and individuals in their corporate capacity. Through the social contract, Rousseau 

merges the individual completely into the state and creates a political society which is based 

on the consent of all the members. He maintains that this system of equality makes all to 

surrender their rights. Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains: In the opening page of 

his famous work, The Social Contract, Rousseau observes that, ‘Man is born free; and 

everywhere he is in chains’. As we see, this observation has serious contradictions — how 

can man be free and yet remain in chains? But such contradiction is only at the surface level 

as by making this observation, Rousseau actually wants to reaffirm the fact that man is free 

by birth and by nature and therefore, he is entitled to have a free life in the society. However, 

in civil society every man becomes a slave of customs, conventions and also of laws as these 

are invented by a few clever men to perpetuate their power and domination over the vast 

majority of common men. Rousseau also strongly believes that even the men who claim to be 

the masters fail to realize that they are slaves of their own creation as they are in constant 

danger of being deprived of their possessions. Therefore, Rousseau makes this statement 

before discussing his idea on social contract.  

 

We must remember here that Rousseau is considered to be a great supporter of individual 

liberty as liberty is the central concept of his thought. His main concern is to deal with the 

mechanisms through which human beings are forced to give up their liberty. His idea of 

social contract delineates that the governed agrees to be ruled by the government for 

protecting their rights and property and ensure happiness. Once rulers cease to protect the 

governed, the latter are free to choose another set of governors. Thus, we can see that 

Rousseau makes the governed powerful by giving them the power to change the rulers and 

thereby paves the way for democratic rule.  

 

Stop to Consider: 

Influence of Rousseau’s idea on French Revolution : 

The Social Contract (1762) written by Rousseau has considerably influenced the French 

Revolution. This book starts with the famous declaration, “man is born free; and everywhere 

he is in chains”. The phrases like liberty, equality and fraternity used in The Social Contract 

inspired the French Revolution. Therefore, Vaughan has opined that Rousseau’s ideas are put 

into practice during the ‘later and more terrible phases of the Revolution’ (Vaughan, 1962). 

Rousseau believes in the natural goodness of man. According to him, human beings are 

corrupted by the greed and competition of civilization. Rousseau’s ideas are based on reason 

which influenced the French Revolution. According to Rousseau, politics is not based on 

some fictional social contract, but instead upon the general will of the people in a community. 

Thus Rousseau emphasized the liberty of the individual which became the hallmark of the 

French Revolution. This is why Rousseau is regarded as the spiritual father of the French 

Revolution.  
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Check Your Progress 2  

1. Rousseau considers man as wicked by nature (write True or False)  

2. Mention two characteristics of human beings as pointed out by Rousseau.  

3. Write two lines on Rousseau’s idea of the state of nature.  

4. According to Rousseau, why did man give up the state of nature and make a contract?  

5. Explain, ‘Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains’.  

 

3.7 Summing Up:  

After reading this unit, you must have gathered a comprehensive knowledge of Rousseau’s 

ideas. Rousseau has made lasting contribution to the field of Political Science through his 

ideas on human nature and social contract. Rousseau differs from Hobbes in regard to the 

nature of human beings. According to him, human beings are good only when they are self-

sufficient and not subject to the vices of political society. In short, every man in the state of 

nature lives a life of idyllic simplicity and happiness. Rousseau considers the human beings 

in the state of nature as the ‘noble savages’. This unit also helps us to comprehend 

Rousseau’s idea on state of nature and social contract. He began his discussion on ‘The 

Social Contract’ with the famous sentence that ‘Man is born free, and he is everywhere in 

chains’. Thus, he believed that people could experience true freedom when they lived in a 

civil society which ensures rights and well beings of the citizens. In the last unit of this block 

we shall deal with Rousseau’s idea of General Will which has received wide attention from 

the political philosophers.  
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UNIT: 6 

J.J. ROUSSEAU: GENERAL WILL AND DEMOCRACY 

 

Contents:  

6.1 Introduction  

6.2 Objectives  

6.3 Rousseau’s idea on General Will 

 6.3.1 Characteristics of General Will 

6.4 Rousseau on Democracy 

6.5 Summing Up  

6.6 References and Suggested Readings  

 

6.1 Introduction  

In the previous unit we have discussed some of the ideas of Jean J Rousseau. We already 

know that Rousseau is one of the important political thinkers of 18
th

 Century. He is as an 

advocate of liberalism as he has emphasized on individual libertyHe tried to trace the 

relationship between human society and the individuals. His theories of Sovereignty and Law 

have immensely contributed towards French Revolution. Moreover, his ideas on ‘General 

Will’ is also very significant in the political discourse.  

In this unit we shall deal with Rousseau’s idea of General Will and his views on democracy 

and representative government.  

 

6.2 Objectives  

After reading this unit you will be able to: 

To analyse Rousseau’s view on General Will 

To Examine Rousseau’s view on Democracy 

 

6. 3 Rousseau’s View on General Will : 

Rousseau introduces his concept of ‘General Will’ first in The Discourse on Political 

Economy and further develops it in The Social Contract. According to Rousseau, before 

joining the society, man use to live in the state of nature in which all are equal and live 

peacefully. Life, in the state of nature is simple and not organized. It needs to be mentioned 

here that historically such a society does not exist but Rousseau creates such a society in 

which people possess the capacity to learn as well as understand. In such a society, private 

property does not exist and all co-operate with each other in gathering food. Emergence of 
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private property has disturbed this social setting and created a state of anarchy and disorder. 

According to Rousseau, the community established through the social contract is a corporate 

body with a personality and a will of its own. This common will of the community has been 

termed as the ‘General Will’. In Rousseau’s opinion, the social contract makes the 

community sovereign and therefore, the General Will is also sovereign. By obeying the 

General Will a man becomes a citizen and not a subject. He also opines that the obedience to 

the General Will is compulsory for all in the society. If anybody refuses to obey the General 

Will, he will be forced to obey it.  

Thus, in Rousseau’s words, “The General Will means nothing less than that he will be forced 

to be free”. We can now comprehend that Rousseau’s General Will cannot be arbitrary or 

oppressive because the sovereign to whom it belongs cannot be arbitrary. He states that, “the 

Sovereign, merely by virtue of what it is, always what it ought to be”. As a result, neither the 

sovereign nor the General Will can go wrong. Rousseau again says that the General Will 

always aims the preservation and welfare of the whole and of every part, and is the source of 

laws.  

Rousseau’s idea of General Will is criticized because of his contradictory opinions. On one 

hand, Rousseau argues that General Will allows for individual diversity and freedom, but at 

the same time, the General Will also encourages the well-being of the whole, and therefore, 

can conflict with the particular interests of individuals. The General Will of the community 

has certain distinctive characteristics. According to Rousseau, General Will has no relation to 

numbers and as such it is not an arithmetical proposition. Thus, the General Will does not 

represent the will of the majority or the will of the whole community. However, it cannot be 

regarded as the will of the minority also. Neither, this is the will of a single individual.  

We have already discussed that the General Will aims at the general good and it must come 

from all and apply to all. Each individual in a community has his/her own will. It may be 

called the ‘particular will’ of the individual. Each particular will has two different aspects – 

selfish and general. The selfish will is also called the actual will of every individual that 

induces man to think only of his own interest while the general aspect of the particular will 

asks him to find his own interest in the general interest of the community. Thus the selfish or 

actual will aims at the good of the individual alone. The selfish wills of individuals in the 

community clash with each other and cancel each other. As a result, the general aspects of all 

the individual wills remain. All the general aspects of the individual wills together become 

the General Will of the community. This General Will of the community is unselfish and 

aims at the good of all and therefore, it is termed as ‘real will’. The real will based on reason 

and foresightedness of the individuals is higher, nobler and supreme which impels the person 

to think of the well-being of all rather than his self-interest. Thus it is the moral will.  

Again, the General Will must be consciously adopted and continuously operated. To practice 

the concept of General Will, the citizens must find opportunities to come together, discuss 

their affairs in common and arrive at unanimous decisions. This is possible only in small 

societies.While formulating the idea of General Will, Rousseau has in mind the city 

Republics of Geneva. Thus, the concept of General Will is based on the idea of direct 

democracy. The General Will of Rousseau resides in a community and it cannot be 

alienated from the community. This will of the community cannot be delegated to any 

person. Likewise, the General Will cannot be represented also. Rousseau does not believe in 
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the representative bodies because such bodies may also develop a will of its own, different 

from the General Will. Therefore, the General Will has no place in the representative 

democracy. He further opines that the people of England are free and their General Will gets 

manifested or translated into actuality only when they go to polls. Such freedom cannot be 

enjoyed by them in other occasions. Again, the General Will is opposed to party government. 

It is because, in a party government, various parties develop their own general wills. In such a 

scenario, the general representing the satisfaction and the good of the community as a whole 

is very difficult to achieve.  

Rousseau distinguishes his General Will from the will of the all. He says that whereas the 

will of the all is merely a majority will which is concerned with the welfare of a few only, the 

General Will thinks in terms of the good of the community as a whole. The difference 

between these two wills can be explained in the following words of Rousseau, “There is often 

a considerable difference between General Will and the will of all, the former aims at the 

common interests, the latter aims at private interest and is only a sum of particular wills. But 

if we take away from the various particular interests which conflict with each other, what 

remains as the sum of difference is General Will”. According to Rousseau, the existence of 

organized groups and associations within a society is again a hindrance to the expression of 

General Will. It is because General Will is the will of the whole community and therefore, it 

should not have any rival. Thus, the General Will of Rousseau demands unconditional loyalty 

of all in the community. When the loyalties are divided, General Will ceases to exist. 

Commitment to the General Will is a commitment to what is just and what is moral. General 

Will can never be arbitrary since it belongs to the community as a whole. Rousseau believes 

that the, ‘community merely by virtue of what it is always what it ought to be’.  

Thus, the General Will is the source of all laws. He further believes that there is a close 

relationship between law and liberty. Therefore, he opines that, “obedience to law which we 

prescribe to ourselves is liberty”.  

 

6.3.1 Characteristics of General Will:  

The General Will of Rousseau is the corporate will, sovereign will and just will. It is the 

foundation of moral freedom which makes every individual a free citizen of the state. It is the 

source of all laws which promote the good of the community as a whole. The General Will is 

the best safeguard against despotism of any kind. The theory of General Will advocated by 

Rousseau has been described as the most revolutionary, distinguishing, impressive and 

influential doctrine of Rousseau. According to Prof. Jones, “the notion of the General Will is 

not only the most central concept of Rousseau’s theory, it is also the most original, the most 

interesting and historically the most important contribution which he has made to Political 

theory”.  

Now, from the above discussion, we can summarise the main characteristics of the General 

Will as follows:  

• It is individualistic. It cannot be divided. Once it is divided, it shall cease to be the General 

Will   

• Like the human will, the General Will cannot be represented by anybody else.  
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• The General Will is supreme and absolute and nobody can disobey it. It has complete 

control over the state.  

• The General will is a single unit and cannot be alienated. Rousseau’s sovereign is the 

General Will and not any human being. Rousseau’s sovereign in fact cannot give up the 

sovereignty and also cannot pass that onto any other individual. The sovereignty or sovereign 

and General Will are inseparable and hence inalienable.  

• The General Will always aims at the well-being of the community. It is based on the right of 

reasoning, presumption, wisdom and experience and cannot be swayed by the currents of 

time.  

• Since General Will was based on reason, wisdom, and experience it is permanent. 

Thus, from the discussion of his idea of General Will, we can say that Rousseau’s idea of 

General Will paves the way for the present form of democratic system. So, we can say that 

Rousseau has supported the idea of direct democratic system where everyone can participate 

in the decision making process of the government.  

 

Stop To Consider: 

Rousseau’s Idea on Family and Woman:  

Rousseau considers family as the natural and the oldest institution of the human society. 

Rousseau favours a patriarchal family providing the authoritative powers to the man and 

believes that the identity of women is related to the identity of man. Rousseau’s idea on 

family is thus based upon his views on woman. He assigns a subordinate position to women 

in society and believes that women should be educated in such a way that gives them an 

inferior position in comparison to their male counterparts. Rousseau’s view on the nature of 

the relationship between men and women is rooted in the notion that men are stronger and, 

therefore, more independent. He also argues that since the functions of men and women 

differ, their education will also have to be different. Thus, according to Rousseau, while men 

enjoy the maximum freedom, women should be trained to accept the constraints. In 

Rousseau’s words: Woman is specially made for man’s delight. If man in his turn ought to be 

pleasing in her eyes, the necessity is less urgent, his virtue is in his strength, he pleases 

because he is strong. I grant you this is not the law of love, but it is the law of nature, which 

is older than love itself……If woman is made to please and to be in subjection to man, she 

ought to make herself pleasing in his eyes and not provoke him to anger (Rousseau 

1911:322).  

 

 

SAQ: Do you think that Rousseau’s idea of social contract is more acceptable than that of 

Hobbes and Locke? (50 words)  

............................................................................................. 

............................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................  



Block II (Unit: 6) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

3.6 Rousseau on Representative Government and Democracy:  

We have already learnt that Rousseau supports the system of direct democratic system. In the 

present context, we understand democracy in the light of the representative governmental 

system. But Rousseau does not favour a representative parliamentary government. Instead, he 

advocates for a participatory democracy as it guarantees freedom, self-rule, equality and 

virtue. Rousseau advocates the establishment of a democratic sovereign through his idea of 

‘General Will’. However, he does not advocate any form of direct democratic government in 

the Social Contract. Rousseau, on the other hand warns humanity against the democratic 

government. In his The Social Contract Rousseau further states that, In the strict sense of the 

term, a genuine Democracy never has existed, and never will exist. It is against the natural 

order that the greater number govern and the smaller numbers be governed. It is 

unimaginable that the people remain constantly assembled to attend to public affairs, and it is 

readily evident that it could not establish commissions to do so without the form of 

administration changing.  

Another important factor for opposing representative and democratic government is that 

Rousseau wants to make a clear distinction between legislation and execution. He opposes 

democratic government as in this system, the same person acts as the sovereign as well as the 

government. So in the words of Rousseau, “it is not good that he who makes the laws execute 

them, nor that the body of the people turn its attention away from general considerations, to 

devote it to particular objects. Nothing is more dangerous than the influence of private 

interests on public affairs, and abuse of the laws by Government is a lesser evil than the 

corruption of the Lawgiver (the Sovereign); which is the inevitable consequence of particular 

considerations”.  Rousseau further believes that freedom, self-rule, equality are the major 

pillars of democracy and the governments which fails to fulfil those criteria can never claim 

an individual’s obedience.  

Rousseau rejects the English Parliamentary System of government as he believes that it only 

gives the people the illusion of freedom but not the absolute freedom. According to him, 

English people are free only during the time of elections and once they elect their 

representatives, they tend to loose freedom. Thus, he states that, “Sovereignty cannot be 

represented, for the same reason that it cannot be alienated…….the people’s deputies are not 

and could not be, its representatives; they are merely its agents and they cannot decide 

anything faintly” (Rousseau 1958:141). To enjoy absolute freedom, Rousseau proposes direct 

participation in legislation. Though he rejects representative institutions, he feels the need 

that the democratic institutions should protect the true freedom of the individual. Again, 

Rousseau assigns significant role to the legislators. According to him, the role of the 

legislator is to transform individuals and change human nature, alter the constitution with the 

purpose of strengthening it and bring about a complete moral existence to an otherwise partial 

one. (adapted from Mukherjee, 2007)  

 

Check Your Progress: 3 

1. Write two characteristics of the General Will.  

2. Fill in the blanks  
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a) The General Will aims at the general ________ and it must come from _______ and apply 

to _________.  

b) The General Will of Rousseau resides in a __________.  

3. Discuss how General Will is different from the will of all. 

 4. Why does Rousseau advocate participatory democracy? Write briefly on Rousseau’s idea 

of representative government.  

5. Discuss critically Rousseau’s idea on Democracy.  

 

3.7 Summing Up:  

After reading this unit, you must have learnt that the General Will of Rousseau resides in a 

community and it cannot be alienated from the community. In his opinion, General Will is 

the will of the whole community and therefore it should not have any rival. Again, we have 

found that Rousseau distinguished General Will from the will of all. Moreover, after reading 

the unit we come to the conclusion that Rousseau does not favour a representative 

parliamentary government. Instead, he advocates for a participatory democracy as it secures 

freedom, self-rule, equality and virtue. Through his idea of ‘General Will’ Rousseau has 

advocated the establishment of a democratic sovereign. Apart from the ideas which enrich the 

domain of political theory, the attempt to reconcile individual interests with the larger 

interests of the society is Rousseau’s major contribution to the field of Political Science  
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1.1 Introduction:  

Jeremy Bentham was an English jurist, philosopher and legal and social reformer. He was a 

political radical and a legal theorist in Anglo-American philosophy of law. He is best known 

for the advocacy of utilitarianism, the concept of animal rights and the opposition to the idea 

of natural rights. His position includes arguments in favour of individual and economic 

freedom, the separation of the church and the state, freedom of expression, equal rights for 

women, the end of slavery, and the abolition of physical punishment (including that of 

children), the right to divorce and decriminalization of homosexual acts. He is probably the 

best known in popular society as the originator of the concept of the panopticon.  

This unit on Bentham is an attempt to deal with the ideas of Bentham regarding political 

society, law and rights. Here, we will also introduce you to his notion of sovereignty. 

Besides, in this unit, we will make an attempt to discuss his concept of administration of 

justice and punishment. Thus, in this unit an attempt is made to analyze Bentham as a moral 

philosopher and a reformer.  

 

1.2 Objectives:  

This unit is an attempt to analyse the ideas of Bentham. After reading this unit you will be 

able to  

• explain his views on political society, law and rights  
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• discuss his notion of sovereignty  

• explain his concept of administration of justice and punishment  

• discuss Bentham as a moral philosopher and reformer  

 

1.3 Bentham on Political Society: 

 “when a number of persons are supposed to be in the habit of paying obedience to a person, 

or an assemblage of persons, of a known and certain description (whom we may call 

governor or governors) such persons altogether (subjects and governed) are said to be in a 

state of political society.” (Bentham 1977: 140)  

From the above definition, we can see that Bentham considers the state as a group of persons 

organized for the promotion and maintenance of happiness and acting through law to that 

end. According to Bentham, the state is primarily a law making body. He looks at the state as 

a contrivance designed by men for the promotion of their pleasure or happiness. State is not 

an end in itself. It exists merely to promote the happiness of its members. According to him, 

people obey the authority of state because of its utility. Again, Bentham has propounded an 

individualistic or atomistic conception of state. He does not believe that the state is the 

product of any social contract. According to him, man submits to the requirements of law and 

government for their interest to do so. Therefore, he opines that if any group of men living in 

a society and if in this group some of the members pay obedience to other members, whether 

one or more in number, the group altogether constitutes a political society. His state is a 

sovereign state. It is the hall-mark of a sovereign state that it does nothing illegal. To speak of 

it as exceeding its authority is an abuse of language. This is true of the free state as well as 

the most despotic of the states. But Bentham also admits that a written constitution can limit 

the governmental power. In his state, all men have equal rights and all must be equal before 

the law. One of the most urgent tasks of state, according to Bentham, is to ensure a greater 

equalization of property.  

 

Again Bentham has said that the state has no integral relation with the moral life of the 

citizen. Hence, though the state seeks to change his behaviour; it cannot change him. It 

cannot help him to develop his character, to bring out the best in him. For it is not the state 

that moulds the citizens, it is the citizens that mould the state. In this way, Bentham’s state is 

a trustee for the individual. It is a democratic state in true sense. According to him, the 

interest of the individual is superior to the interest of the state. He mainly assigns negative 

functions to the state. According to him, the most important function of the state is to make 

laws which enable the citizens to know the felicific and non felicific tendencies of various 

types of action and remove all the hindrances which stand in the way of individual’s pursuit 

of self-interest. Bentham believes that, people obey the government as long as it promotes the 

general happiness. But when it fails to do so, people have a right to disobey it. Thus, 

according to him, the only justification for the existence of the state is the promotion of 
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utility. He asserts that the people have a moral right and duty to resist the state if the utility of 

resistance is greater than the evil of resistance.  

 

Stop To Consider: 

 Life Sketch of Jeremy Bentham Bentham was born in Spitalfield, London into a wealthy 

Tory family. He began his study of Latin at the age of 3. He went to Westminister School and 

in 1760 his father sent him to Queens College, Oxford, where he took his Bachelors Degree 

in 1763 and his Masters Degree in 1766. He was trained as a lawyer and was called to the Bar 

in 1769. He became deeply frustrated with the complexity of the English legal code which he 

termed as the ‘Demon of Chicane’. During the period 1791-94, Bentham actively campaigned 

for his model prison Panopticon. Despite his adamant opposition to the natural law, language 

and principles of the 1776 Declaration of Independence and the 1789 Declaration of the 

Rights of Man, Bentham welcomed both the American and French Revolution. He was made 

an honorary citizen of French Republic in 1792. In 1823 he co-founded the Westminister 

Review with James Mill as a journal for the Radicals- a group of younger disciples through 

whom Bentham exerted considerable influence in British public life. Bentham died on June 6, 

1832.  

 

1.4 Bentham on Law and Rights: 

As we have already learnt Bentham’s views on political society, in this section we will 

discuss his ideas regarding law and rights. According to Bentham, laws of the state are not 

rooted in the natural law. It is simply a command expressing the will of the sovereign. Thus, 

according to him, a law that commands morally questionable or morally evil actions, or is not 

based on consent, is still law. Again, Bentham points out certain negative aspects of law. He 

feels that law is an evil as it restricts liberty which is painful. However, Bentham also points 

out the positive role to be played by law and government, particularly in achieving well-being 

of the community. He considers law necessary to maintain social order. He further states that 

good laws are clearly essential to good government. Hence, we can say that Bentham has 

visualized law both from positive as well as negative perspectives.  

 According to Bentham, the worth of laws always depends on the general obedience given to 

it and the utility it promotes. The aims of model laws are security, substance, equality and 

abundance. According to him, people are punished mostly because of the mistakes of 

legislators who do not pass proper and healthy laws. Sometimes, even such laws are passed 

which are more respected in violation rather than in obedience. Bentham feels that state is 

contrivance and it is the foremost duty of legislators to see that laws passed by them promote 

utility.  

It needs to be mentioned here that Bentham wants to remove the defects present in the 

English law and judicial procedure. He cannot accept that the English common law is 

faultless because it has an ancient origin and is developed by eminent jurists. He has no 
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respect for the antiquity and wants that the law must be in keeping with the needs of time. 

Bentham insists that the old laws must be judged on the basis of their utility. If any existing 

law does not contribute to the happiness of the individual, it should be discarded.  

 

SAQ: 

Do you think that Bentham’s idea of state as primarily a law making body is valid? Give 

reasons in support of your answer (20+ 60 words) 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

......................................................................................................  

 

After discussing Bentham’s views on laws, now we will discuss his views on rights in the 

light of his understanding of natural law. Bentham’s views on rights are, perhaps, best known 

through his attacks on the concept of “natural rights” that appear throughout his work. 

Bentham’s criticisms here are rooted in his understanding of the nature of law. According to 

him, rights are created by the law, and law is simply a command of the sovereign. The 

existence of law and rights, therefore, requires government. Rights are also usually 

correlative with duties determined by the law. Therefore, it can be assumed that there are no 

natural rights prior to the establishment of state. And hence, Bentham discards the concept of 

natural rights. He feels that there are no rights anterior to government. Again, Bentham 

believes that the existence of natural rights has been derived from the theory of social 

contract. In the previous block on Individualism and Liberalism, we have already discussed 

the social contract theories according to which individuals form a society and choose a 

government by surrendering their rights. But Bentham criticizes it by saying that it does not 

even serve as a useful fiction to explain the origin of political authority.  

Again, according to Bentham, the idea of a natural right is “anarchical.” Since a natural right 

is anterior to law, it cannot be limited by law. If everyone has such freedom, the result will be 

pure anarchy. To have a right in any meaningful sense entails that others cannot legitimately 

interfere with one’s rights. This implies that rights must be made capable of enforcement. 

Such restriction, as noted earlier, is the province of the law. Bentham is of the opinion that 

‘nature’ is a very vague term and as such the concept of ‘natural rights’ is equally vague, 

uncertain and undependable. He however, justifies the existence of private property and 

perhaps the influence of Locke on him inspires his justification. According to Bentham, since 

the state is the sovereign and supreme authority and exclusively responsible for giving laws, 

there is no justification in claiming natural rights against state sovereignty and hence 

absolutely unjustified. On normative grounds, Bentham pointed out that the natural rights 

helps an individual to rise up in arms against whatever one does not like.  
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Stop To Consider : 

The Major Works of Bentham  

• Principles of International Law: It is published in the year 1798. In this book, Bentham 

argues that universal peace can only be obtained by first achieving European unity. He hopes 

that some form of European parliament will be able to enforce the liberty of the press, free 

trade, the abandonment of all colonies and a reduction in the money spent on armaments.  

• Catechism of Reformers: It is published in the year 1809. Here Bentham criticizes the law 

of libel as he believes it is so ambiguous that judges are able to use it in the interest of the 

government. Bentham also points out that the authorities can use the law to punish any 

radical for hurting the feelings of the ruling class.  

• Constitutional Code: It is published in 1830. This book deals with the most detailed account 

of Bentham’s ideas on political democracy. In this book, he argues that political reform 

should be dictated by the principle that the new system will promote the happiness of the 

majority of the people affected by it. He argues in favour of universal suffrage, annual 

parliaments and vote by ballot. According to him, there should be no king, no house of lords 

and no established church. This book also includes his view that man as well as woman 

should be given the right to vote. In this book, he also addresses the problem of how 

government should be organized. This book also suggests the continual inspection of the 

work of politicians and government officials. Bentham feels that they should be continually 

reminded that they are the servants, not the masters of the public. 

 • Fragments of Government (1776) and Introduction to the Principles of Moral and 

Legislation (1789): In these books, Bentham argues that the proper objective of all conduct 

and legislation is the greatest happiness of the greatest number.  

• Essays on Political Tactics: It is published in 1791. This book contains the earliest and 

perhaps the most important theoretical analysis of parliamentary procedure ever written. 

Bentham discusses some central themes like the publicity of proceedings, the rule of debate, 

the conduct of deputies and the proper steps to be taken in composing, proposing and voting 

in a motion. He even discusses the minor issues such as the size of the assembly room and the 

costume of the deputies in this book. 

 • Discourses on Civil and Penal Legislation (1802) 

 • Theory of Punishments and Rewards (1811)  

• A Treatise on Judicial Evidence (1813)  

• Papers on Codification of Public Instruction (1817) 

The discussion of the central thematic concern of Bentham as depicted in his writings will 

help you assess his contribution to political philosophy. Interestingly, even though Bentham 

undermines the sanctity of natural rights formulations, he recognizes the importance of rights 

as being crucial for the security of the individual. He rejects the idea of not only natural and 
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inviolable rights of property, but also the idea of absolute right to property as the government 

has the right to interfere with property in order to ensure security. Bentham distinguishes 

between the sudden and critical attack on property from the fixed, regular and necessary 

deduction from the wealth of the people. The regular and necessary deduction is needed to 

finance and support the functions and services rendered by governments. He defends the need 

for adequate compensation in case of a violation of individual’s right to property. According 

to Bentham, property is neither natural, nor absolute, nor violable. Therefore, we can say that 

what Bentham calls the real rights are fundamentally legal rights. So far as rights exist in law, 

they are protected.  

 

Here we must remember that Bentham is widely recognized as one of the earliest proponents 

of animal rights. He argues that animal pain is very similar to human pain. According to him, 

the ability to suffer, not the ability to reason, must be the benchmark of how we treat other 

beings. If the ability to reason are the criterion, many human beings, including babies and 

disabled people, will also have to be treated as things. He also speaks for a complete equality 

between the sexes. He is also one of the earliest philosophers to argue for decriminalization 

of homosexuality and equal rights for homosexuals. In two extended essays, unpublished 

during his lifetime, he puts forward a detailed logical argument against the stigmatization of 

same sex relations.  

 

 Check Your Progress:  

1. Comment on the creation of the state as specified by Bentham.  

2. Mention the reasons stated by Bentham behind the obedience of state and law by the 

people. 

 3. Write True or False  

a). Bentham has discarded the concept of natural law. 

 b). Bentham believes that the state is a product of social contract. 

 c). Jeremy Bentham is regarded as the father of individualism.  

4. Write a note on Bentham’s views on law.  
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SAQ:  

Do you agree with Bentham’s view on Rights? Give reasons in support of your answer. 

(20+80 words)  

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

......................................................................................................  

 

1.5 Bentham’s ideas of Pleasure and Pain: 

 “Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and 

pleasure. (Bentham, 1789) Bentham finds pain and pleasure to be the only intrinsic values in 

the world. He believes that we desire pleasure and want to avoid pain. Only pains and 

pleasures give us the real value of actions. Whether it is private or public life, people are 

concerned with maximizing their happiness. According to Bentham, human beings by nature 

are hedonists. Each of their actions is motivated by a desire to seek pleasure and avoid pain. 

Every human action has a cause and a motive.  

 “Take away all pleasures and all pain and you have no desire and without a desire there can 

be no action.” (Bentham ibid : 40)  

He has also given the idea that pleasure and pain are both simple and complex. According to 

him, whatever produces greatest amount of pleasure and minimum amount of pain is good 

and things which produce only pain without the pleasure are evil. This concept of pleasure 

and pain is defined by Bentham as physical as well as spiritual. Again, Bentham provides a 

classification of various kinds of pleasures and pains. Pleasures and pains may be caused by 

various kinds of sensations, thoughts, emotions, memories, expectations and associations. 

Simple pleasures and pains may be combined to form complex pleasures and pains. Pleasure 

may also be caused by the satisfaction of desire, and pain may be caused by the frustration of 

desire.  

Bentham explains that the sensitivity to pleasure or pain may vary among individuals, and 

that each individual may respond differently to the same pleasure or pain. If rewards for good 

conduct or punishment for bad conduct are to be administered fairly, then these rewards and 

punishments must account for the differences that may occur among individuals in their 

sensitivity to pleasure or pain. According to him, pleasure is intrinsically good and pain is 

intrinsically evil.  

Bentham’s classification of 12 pains and 14 pleasures attracts the attention of the political 

thinkers. The 14 pleasures according to Bentham are --- 

Sense, Wealth, Skill, Amity, Good name, Power, Piety, Benevolence, Malevolence, Memory, 

Imagination, Expectation, Association and Relief. Now let us have a look at the simple pains 
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enumerated by Bentham: Privation, Sense, Awkwardness, Ill name, Enmity, Expectation, 

Association, Memory, Imagination, Piety, Benevolence, Malevolence. 

 He further states that all pleasures and pains differ in sensitivity and sensibility and lists as 

many as 32 factors which influence sensitivity of pleasure and pains. These factors include --

health, strength, firmness of mind, sensibility, insanity, sex, age, education, etc.  

 

Bentham proposes a system for measuring the amount of pleasure and pain that an action 

produces. This system is called the felicific calculus. This is also known as the utility 

calculus, the hedonistic calculus or the hedonic calculus. This felicific calculus is an 

algorithm formulated by Bentham for calculating the degree or amount of pleasure that a 

specific action is likely to cause. Bentham’s system identifies the seven aspects of an action’s 

consequence that can be used to compare the results of different deeds. Bentham calls these 

elements or dimensions. These are as follows-  

• Intensity: How strong is the pleasure? 

 • Duration: How long will the pleasure last? 

 • Certainty or uncertainty: How likely or unlikely is it that the pleasure will occur? 

 • Propinquity or remoteness: How soon will the pleasure occur?  

• Fecundity: The probability that the action will be followed by sensations of the same kind.  

• Purity: The probability that it will not be followed by sensations of the opposite kind.  

• Extent: How many people will be affected? Bentham distinguished pleasures quantitatively 

rather than qualitatively. 

 He, therefore, regards pushpin as good as poetry. By that he means that if a simple child’s 

game like hopscotch or pushpin causes more pleasure to more people than a night at the opera 

house, the society should devote more resources to propagating hopscotch or pushpin than 

running opera houses. He does not differentiate between pleasures and in that sense he is not 

an elitist. He does not assign any inherent grading to activities and treated them at par in 

terms of their contribution to individual happiness. According to Bentham, there are four 

sanctions regarding pains and pleasures. The physical or natural sanction implies those 

pleasures and pains which are not the product of any human efforts but have been given by  

nature in course of time. The moral sanction implies the sanction which is promoted by 

goodwill or contempt by the hands of our fellow beings. Then he mentions about public 

sanctions by which he means legal sanction which is given to the individuals by the 

magistrates in exercise of their legal powers. The religious sanction follows from religious 

doctrines. Hence, it can be concluded here that in the hands of Bentham, the theory of 

pleasure and pain evolves into a scientific principle to be applied to the policies of the state, 

welfare measures and for administrative, penal and legislative reforms. Using the yardstick of 
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utility, Bentham and his followers desire the restructuring of government and legal 

institutions to maximize individual happiness.  

 

Stop To Consider:  

Bentham on Sovereignty: It must be remembered that, unlike Austin and Hobbes, Bentham 

does not think that the powers of the sovereign are to be unlimited or illimitable. Instead, he 

dismisses talk of illegality of actions of government as absurd unless it is possible to limit 

these actions by conventions. He accepts the division of sovereignty as a federal system. He 

also envisages the possibility of constitutional law. According to him, sovereignty rests with 

the people, and has to be exercised by the ‘constitutive authority’ i.e. the electorate. The task 

of a sovereign is to harmonize different individual interests and promote social cooperation 

through legislation in form of punishment, rewards, encouragement and incentives. Bentham 

feels that the individuals have no right to resist the sovereign. The legal duty of the people is 

only to extend unconditional obedience to the sovereign. He has justified right to resistance 

only under very exceptional circumstances.  

 

1.6 Bentham on Administration of Justice and Punishment: 

 Bentham is concerned with the way in which justice is being administered in the country. He 

stands for codification of laws and pleads that laws should be enacted in the way that these 

are understood by all. In justice, there should neither be any uncertainty nor unnecessary 

expenses. He also believes that justice delayed is justice denied. Regarding the present 

system of justice, Bentham is of the view that in it justice is not given but only sold at 

different prices, which suits the pocket of the lawyers. This is the most undesirable situation 

and as such corrective measures must immediately be taken so that justice becomes available 

to all and is cheap. Bentham as a utilitarian believes that real justice is less important than 

apparent justice. In other words, he believes that seeing justice done is more important than 

justice actually being done.  

While dealing with the concept of justice, Bentham has also reviewed the concept of 

punishment. He also discusses whether a punishment will create more pleasure or more pain 

for a society. He calls for legislators to determine whether punishment creates more evil 

offence. Instead of suppressing the evil acts, Bentham argues that certain unnecessary laws 

and punishments can ultimately lead to negative and more dangerous vices. Thus, we can say 

that according to Bentham while punishment is sometimes reformatory sometimes it fails to 

control the actions of human beings.  

It needs to be mentioned here that Bentham’s utilitarian perspective on punishment is greatly 

influenced by Cesare Beccaria. Influenced by him, Bentham forms some harsh notions of 

punishment. He believes that torture can be justified in certain cases. According to him, 

punishment is a very weak disincentive. There is always a risk that an offender will commit 

another offence. He believes that torture removes this risk as it does not cease until the 
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subject complies with the demands of authority. He terms legal punishment as the 

embodiment of an unquestionable evil. According to Bentham, punishment is a particular 

category of pain, produced not just as the result of some individual action, but of an action 

that can be termed an ‘offence’. Each and every legal punishment has the potential of 

becoming morally unacceptable. That is to say, in Bentham’s terms, any offence may be 

found ‘unmeet for punishment’. In fact, if it can be known for sure that a similar offence will 

never again be committed, then, from his utilitarian standpoint, he finds no justification for 

the infliction of any punishment. For Bentham, pain, and thus punishment, is always a social 

negative, unless it promises greater pleasure in future.  

 

Bentham’s Favoured Forms of Punishment: 

 It must be remembered that Bentham’s preferred forms of punishment certainly undergo a 

change over the course of his life. It is found that, in his earlier writings a variety of corporal 

punishments are recommended; in his middle years the panopticon penitentiary is his prime 

interest; and finally, in the 1820s, he feels an increasing attachment towards banishment and 

fining. Most importantly, punishment has to provide a variable quantity of pain in response to 

the varying quantities of mischief caused by offences. In addition to that, an equalization of 

pain is necessary when the same punishment is applied to different individuals. It should be 

ensured that the offenders receive the same pain if they commit the same offence.  

 

Again in the late 1970’s, he abandons his support for simple corporal punishment and joins 

the pursuit of an increased use of penal incarceration. His theory of punishment includes the 

reformation of the criminals. He believes that a great many criminals and evil-doers are 

capable of improvement and that they can be restored to society as useful and self-respecting 

members. On the strength of this belief, he advocates many principal reforms for the 

reformation of the criminal and for teaching them some skills while in confinement. He has 

evolved a scheme known as ‘panopticon’ for the systematic supervision of the daily life of 

the convicts. He is of the opinion that the prison buildings are to be arranged in such a 

fashion (semicircular) that the superintendent can have a view of all the cells from his 

residence. The scheme combines careful supervision and discipline with sympathy and 

improved environment. The criminals are to be taught not only useful trades but also to be 

given elementary education. Moral and religious training should be imparted to them. On 

their discharge, criminals are to be provided with employment until they are able to regain the 

confidence of the public and stand on their own feet.  

 

By the early 1790s, panopticon imprisonment has become the dominant mode of punishment 

promoted by Bentham. It offers adequate punishment for the most, if not all, serious offences. 

It can inflict both simple and complex punishment as demanded by the occasion. 

Additionally, it uses the means of reward to reform the prisoners. Bentham envisages 
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panopticon as an institution primarily related with the psychological motivation of the 

prisoners. But it should also be noted that ‘corporal’ pain still forms an intrinsic part of the 

punishment. Thus, it is not simply a punishment of ‘the mind’, but equally it is an effective 

punishment of the body.  

 

Throughout the period of Bentham’s intense focus on penitentiary imprisonment, the main 

legal punishment for serious offences continues to be capital punishment. The death penalty 

is universally attacked by penal reformers in the late eighteenth century, though it is not until 

1830 that Bentham publishes the reasons for his own opposition to capital punishment. He 

draws up a pamphlet on the death penalty, specifically for the people of France, and 

throughout this text he displays all the fundamental penal principles he has first established in 

1776-78. In concise terms, Bentham denounces capital punishment for possessing the 

detrimental qualities of inefficiency, irremissibility etc. In Bentham’s view, the pains 

resulting from capital punishment, and more particularly from the widespread threat of 

capital punishment, are judged to be considerable and excessive.  

 

As we have already learnt, Bentham is much interested in the theory of punishment and 

prison reforms. He opines that the chief end of punishment is to prevent crime. Punishment 

should not be given in order to take revenge. Punishment should be exactly suited to the 

purpose. It should be neither more nor less. It should secure the good of the community. If 

capital punishment is necessary for the safety and security of society, it is justifiable, 

otherwise not. According to Bentham, whether capital punishment is to be administered in 

cases other than murder, it should be determined by their consideration of utility, i.e. their 

effect upon the general good. The execution of justice should, as far as possible, be exhibited 

to the public eye so that prospective evil-doers are frightened away from committing the 

crime.  

 

Bentham believes that punishment should fit the criminal and not vice-versa. He believes that 

punishment should be graded according to the nature of the crime, the previous character of 

the offender, his parentage, the circumstances in which the crime is committed, the motive of 

the criminal, and the kind of persons to whom the injury is done. Punishment, thus is to be 

certain and impartial in its imposition. As a matter of fact, according to him, the only valid 

test of the adequacy of a punishment is its ability to secure public welfare.  
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Check Your Progress  

1. Fill in the blank.  

a). Idea of punishment presupposes the idea of ______.  

b). Bentham regards pushpin as good as ________.  

2. What is Bentham’s favoured form of punishment?  

3. State is the only valid test of adequacy of a punishment advocated by Bentham? 

 4. Critically examine Bentham’s view ‘seeing justice done is more important than justice 

actually being done’.  

5. Write a note on Bentham’s pleasure and pain theory.  

 

 1.7 Bentham as a Moral Philosopher and Reformer: 

After reading the previous sections of the unit, it can be said that Bentham is a moral 

philosopher and a reformer. Bentham’s moral philosophy consists of three basic principles- 

the greatest happiness principle, universal egoism and the artificial identification of one’s 

interest with those of others. According to Bentham whether an action is good or bad should 

be judged from the happiness or utility which it produces. An action which results in pain is 

sure to be a bad action. According to Bentham, an act of theft is not always bad and can be 

good as well if it produces pleasure. But if the outcome of action is pain, it is surely bad. As a 

moral philosopher, he has made it clear that pleasures and pains are our sovereign masters. 

According to him, these however, proceed from physical, political, moral and religious 

sources. Regarding physical sources, he has said that temperance conserves health and thus 

pleasure and intemperance result in ill health and thus pain. To describe the political source, 

he has said that we know how governmental legislation can result in bringing either pleasure 

or pain. To elaborate the moral source, we find that praise of an action by the public morally 

encourages and thus gives pleasure, whereas condemning by the public results in pain. 

Coming to religious source, he says that when one performs duties towards God, one feels 

pleasure otherwise the feeling of pain disturbs one. As a moral philosopher, he is of the view 

that both pleasure and pain can be mathematically measured and arithmetically calculated. In 

estimating pleasure, he has said that intensity, duration, certainty, propinquity, remoteness, 

fecundity, purity and extent must be taken into consideration. According to his philosophy, 

principles of pleasure are as certain as those of geometry.  

Bentham has also given the idea that pleasure and pain is both simple and complex. In the 

complex form wealth, skill, amity, good name, power, pity, benevolence, expectation and 

relief are included, whereas simple form includes pains of privation, sense, awkwardness, etc. 

All pleasures and pains differ in sensitivity and sensibility and he has listed as many as 32 

factors which influence sensitivity of pleasure and pains. These factors include health, 

strength, firmness of mind, sensibility, insanity, sex, age, education, etc.  
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Stop To Consider : 

Bentham’s Views on Church of England: 

Bentham was opposed to the Church of England, because he could not reconcile himself to 

the situation where the bishops could become rich. He also failed to understand how the 

priests could usefully and purposefully sit in the House of Lords and contribute to its 

proceedings. He felt that church activities should be checked and priests, bishops should 

desist from owning huge amounts and private property.  

 

Bentham as Reformer:  

As we have already seen, Bentham is a firm believer in gradual reform. He has no faith in the 

violence of a revolution. He believes that there is scope for reform in British society, law and 

judicial procedure. He has said that procedure in law should be simplified. He also favours 

codification of laws. In his view, a complicated procedure only serves lawyers and as such 

the poor are always in a disadvantageous position. He feels that in its present system, justice 

is simply sold. He has also condemned delays by judges in giving justice. Bentham does not 

like the idea that the punishment is not proportionate to the crimes and pleads that the end of 

punishment should be the prevention of crimes.  

 

Bentham is a great social reformer. He believes that all existing social and political 

institutions must be reformed, if these are to exist. He believes in universal adult franchise 

and wants that there should be annual elections for the parliament. Bentham is in favour of 

introducing secret ballot system in order to check intimidation and bribery. He also wants that 

existing laws should be reformed and hereditary character of House of Lords should be 

dispensed with. He has propagated a national scheme for improving the health of the people. 

Bentham also favours national system of education.  

Bentham advocates a numbers of practical reforms. The principal among them are: the reform 

of the corrupt and restricted parliamentary system; a thorough going municipal reform; the 

humanization of the terribly cruel criminal law of the time; the improvement of prisons and 

prison management; the abolition of imprisonment for debt; the elimination of the usury 

laws; the repeal of religious test ; the reform of the poor law; the suppression of ‘tardy 

beggars’; the utilization of able-bodied paupers; the training of pauper children; the 

institution of savings banks and friendly societies; the following of a code for merchant 

shipping; the protection of inventors; the encouragement of local courts; a comprehensive 

system of health legislation; the creation of the public prosecutors and of advocates for the 

poor; a thorough-going revision of hereditary rights; the supervision of scientific and 

philosophical foundation; and the recall of public officials. It is needless to add that many of 

the reforms which Bentham ardently pleads have been incorporated into the laws of various 

lands. He suggests reforms in educational field also as he is in favour of the establishment of 

a vast scheme of national education. His scheme includes two system of education- one for 
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the pauper children and the other for the upper class children. His scheme of education has 

paid due regard to the capacity of learner. According to him, it is the duty of the state to look 

after the education of the poor children. 

 

Bentham also suggests that the legislators should be subject to the punishment of dismissal. 

Bentham’s chief interest is in devising systems and methods of legislation that will surely 

conform to and serve this great end. His services to ethical and juristic science in connection 

with this work are of utmost value. Bentham also formulates codes of international law, 

constitutional law, civil law, criminal law which embody principles and fruitful suggestions 

in later generations. He is eager to see justice administered and happiness secured to the 

deserving and the oppressed. With this objective, he criticizes the existing laws and the 

existing machinery for the execution of them. But he never appears to be a destructive critic. 

His objective is primarily constructive and criticism is simply a means to that end. Bentham 

emphasizes the need of reforming the existing institutions to transform them into instruments 

of general good. Most of the legal and parliamentary reforms advocated by Bentham have 

been carried out in England and other countries.  

 

Check Your Progress  

1. Name the two sovereign masters as stated by Bentham. 

 2. Write True or False  

a). Bentham is opposed to the Church of England.  

b). Bentham is opposed to the secret ballot system.  

 

1.8 Summing Up: 

 Bentham is one of the important thinkers of the utilitarian school of thought. After reading 

this unit, you are in a position to comprehend his political ideas. The reading of this unit has 

enabled you to understand Bentham’s political philosophy as well as his views on political 

society, state, law and rights. This unit has helped you to understand that Bentham is perhaps 

the first political thinker to point out glaring defects in English constitutional, legal and jail 

system and stand for their reforms. His jurisprudence is one of the most remarkable 

achievements of 19th century. He has discussed the system of punishment in a detailed 

manner. Like a practical thinker, he preaches that punishment should not be retaliatory but 

should aim at reforms. Though Bentham is a radical thinker, he does not suggest far-reaching 

changes and does not wish to upset the whole political system. His realism can be appreciated 

with the saying that with Bentham an era of stagnant legislation comes to an end.  
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You have also learnt that Bentham is one of those thinkers who condemn the theory of social 

contract and pleads that the government should stand at the bar of public opinion. He thus 

elevates public opinion in an age in which preaching such a doctrine is considered a symbol 

of revolution. His government is not a mystery but on the other hand can be tested on the 

basis of utility. He insists that the state exists for man and man does not exist for the state. In 

the field of jurisprudence, he is the first political thinker who boldly demands that the laws 

should be modified, complicated laws should be replaced by simple ones and these should be 

given wide publicity. Execution of laws should not only be simple and cheap but quick too. 

Bentham has considerably influenced the domain of political philosophy. His ideas and 

speeches influenced French revolutionaries and were appreciated in Spain, Russia and 

Portugal. His influence was quite visible in the collapse of Turkish and Spanish empires and 

Holy Roman Empire. He has suggested the U.S.A and Russian governments to improve their 

legal systems. His influence on J.S.Mill is quite immense and in the second unit we shall 

discuss Mill as a reformer of Bentham’s utilitarian ideas. 
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UNIT: 2 

J.S. MILL: UTILITARIANISM, CONCEPT OF STATE 
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2.1 Introduction: 

We have already discussed Bentham’s views on Utilitarianism in the previous unit of this block. Now, 

in this unit we shall discuss Mill’s revision of Bentham’s Utilitarianism. John Stuart Mill is 

considered as the last Utilitarian and the foremost of the individualists. He is the most influential 

thinker of the nineteenth century and known as the champion of individual liberty. In his political 

theory, liberalism makes a transition from Laissez faire to an active role for the state, from a negative 

to a positive conception of liberty and from an atomistic to a more social conception of individuality. 

Mill can be regarded as a liberal, reluctant democrat, a pluralist, a cooperative socialist, an elitist and a 

feminist. Reading of this unit will help you to understand Mill’s ideas on state and representative 

government. As mentioned earlier, we will also analyze Mill as a revisionist of Bentham’s utilitarian 

ideas in this unit.  

 

2.2 Objectives: 

Mill is the only male thinker of nineteenth century who providesarguments in favour of women and 

suggests various rights for them. He is also admired for his theory of liberty. His political philosophy 

is based on his principle of logic. He applied empirical methods in explaining his ideas. After reading 

this unit you will be able to:  

• discuss Mill’s view on Utilitarianism  

• explain Mill’s view on the state  

 

2.3 Mill as Utilitarian: 

In the previous unit of this block we have discussed Utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is a doctrine which 

believes in greatest happiness of the greatest number. As you know Bentham is the main proponent of 
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the doctrine of Utilitarianism. Now in this section we shall discuss Mill as an utilitarian. While doing 

so let us discuss Mill’s revisionism of Benthamite Utilitarianism first.  

Mill is deeply influenced by Bentham in his earlier days but later he does not agree with some of the 

ideas of Bentham. During his youth, Mill is a great supporter of Bentham’s doctrines and radical 

politics. However in his later years, he has made certain modifications in the principle of 

Utilitarianism. In the process he not only repudiates the Utilitarian philosophy but practically 

overthrows the whole of it.  

Mill’s doctrine of Utilitarianism is found in the famous essay “Utilitarianism”. He introduces many 

elements which counter Bentham’s Utilitarianism. In this sense Mill’s is a revisionist of Bentham’s 

Utilitarianism. He even transforms Bentham’s idea of Utilitarianism and gives his own view on 

Utilitarianism different from Bentham. In the previous unit we have studied the pleasure and pain 

theory of Bentham. Mill provides a critique of this theory. To Bentham, pleasure differs only in 

quantity and one pleasure is as good as another. But, Mill makes a distinction between quality and 

quantity of pleasure and emphasizes the quality of pleasure. Mill has revised Bentham’s Utilitarianism 

in the following ways  

• Bentham is of the opinion that pleasure differs only in quantity. Mill retains the basic premise of 

Utilitarianism but distinguishes between higher and lower pleasures and opines that greater human 

pleasure means an increase not merely in quantity but also in quality of goods enjoyed. Mill insists 

that human beings are capable of intellectual and moral pleasures superior to the physical ones that 

they share with animals.  

• According to Bentham, pleasure is the only cause and motive of individual’s actions. According to 

Mill, individual pleasure does not give maximum pleasure. On the other hand, it is collective pleasure 

which gives maximum happiness and joy to the individual. Thus he believes that pleasure comes from 

outside and not from within. He regarded individual self-development and diversity as the ultimate 

ends and important components of human happiness and the principal ingredients of individual and 

social progress. This is in complete contrast to Bentham’s view that pleasure comes from within.  

• In Bentham’s Utilitarianism, the gulf between self-interest and general happiness is very wide. Mill, 

on the other hand, has greatly narrowed down the gulf between self-interest and general happiness. He 

holds that utilitarian standard is not the individual’s own greatest happiness but the greatest amount of 

happiness altogether. The distinction between the two has been brought out by Prof Maxey 

“Bentham’s principle of Utility in a society of wolves would exalt exact wolfishness; in a society of 

saints it would exalt saintliness. Mill was determined that saintliness should be the criterion in any 

society whatsoever”.  

• Bentham considers personal happiness as the sole criteria for all human actions. Mill introduces the 

concept of good life more than a life devoted to pleasure. He places the moral ends above individual 

happiness and thus tries to promote virtuous life. Mill points out that every human action had three 

aspects –  

a) the moral aspect of right and wrong,  

b) the aesthetic aspect,  

c) The sympathetic aspect of its loveableness. The first principle instructs one to disapprove, the 

second teaches one to admire or despise and the third enables one to love, pity or dislike.  
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• Bentham does not attach any importance to liberty because according to him it does not in any way 

contribute to the greatest happiness of the greatest number of people. He attaches more importance to 

security than liberty. Mill, on the other hand, considers liberty essential for the attainment of the 

principle of Utility and asserts that minority rights can be protected only when all enjoy liberty.  

• Bentham advocates secret voting. Mill advocates public voting as he believes that voting is public 

duty and like any other public duty it should be performed before the public.  

 • Seventhly, Bentham gives no special treatment to women in his Utility. Mill gives special position 

to women and gives them educational and political rights for their emancipation.  

• Both Mill and Bentham favour democracy but the reasons for their support of democracy are 

different. Bentham justifies it because of the nature of men. But Mill justifies it because of the 

condition of men.  

• Bentham is in favour of unicameral legislature .But Mill is in favour of bicameral legislature. 

Mill defines utilitarianism as a based on the principle that “actions are right in proportion as they tend 

to promote happiness , wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.” Thus for Mill 

happiness is pleasure and the absence of pain. Further, he believes that pleasure can differ in quality 

and quantity. However, he has spoken about degrees of pleasures. According to him, pleasures that 

are rooted in one’s higher faculties should be given more weightage than other pleasures. Again, Mill 

is of the view that people’s happiness is also constituted of their achievements.  

According to Mill, utilitarianism coincides with “natural” sentiments that originate from human’s 

social nature. The society which embraces utilitarianism as an ethic, people would naturally 

internalise these standards as morally binding. For Mill, happiness is the sole basis of morality, and 

that people never desire anything but happiness. He defends this claim by showing that all the other 

objects of people's desire are either means to happiness, or included in the definition of happiness. 

Mill explains at length that the sentiment of justice is actually based on utility, and that rights exist 

only because they are necessary for human happiness. 

This theory of utilitarianism of Mill is criticised on many grounds. Many critics are of the view that 

this theory does not provide adequate protection for individual rights because everything can not be 

measured by same standards. Moreover, happiness has been defined in a very simple way by this 

theory which actually is very complex.  

Mill has discussed the concept of utilitarianism in details in his Book named ‘Utlitarianism’ which is 

composed of Five chapters. The first chapter of the book provides an introduction to the essay. In the 

second chapter Mill discusses the definition of utilitarianism where he has put forwarded some 

misconceptions about the theory.  In the Third Chapter there is a discussion about the ultimate 

sanctions or rewards which utilitarianism may offer. The Fourth chapter of his work discusses 

methods of proving validity of utilitarianism. In the Last and the Fifth chapter Mill writes about the 

connection between justice and utility. Here he has also concluded that happiness is the foundation of 

justice.  
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Stop To Consider: 

Mill’s Views on India: 

Mill held a respectful office during the British rule in India. From his Autobiography and his personal 

letters, we can analyze his views regarding India. His Autobiography indicates that he looks upon his 

Indian duties as essentially belonging to his official employment. He writes about India and is 

influenced by his father’s pessimistic views on Indian culture. From his writings, we find that he is 

skeptical about the feasibility and success of representative government in India. Mill believes that 

centuries of despotisms prevent the people of India from taking an active posture in the public sphere. 

He also argues that despite attaining high standards of civilization, they are dominated at that time by 

custom and sufficiently unresponsive to the stimulating ideas of individualism and rationalism. He 

also marks that it has made Eastern societies essentially passive and stagnant, making it difficult for 

them to progress on their volition. In this point, we can say that Mill’s views are Eurocentric. 

However, Mill suggests that some form of benevolent despotism or rule by a superior people 

belonging to an advanced society is best suited for India. In the mean time, he is also critical about the 

capacity of a foreign government to act in the best interest of its subject, especially in the case of India 

where the British had very little understanding of their subjects, or sympathy for them. For the 

development of India, Mill suggests that British parliament must take permanent interest and 

responsibility in the Indian affairs. Thus it can be said that Mill favours the British policy and their 

rule for developing Indian society. As evident from his writings, we find that he is in favour of non- 

interference in religious practices in India and also advocates gender equality.  

 

Check Your Progress:  

1. Fill in the banks  

a). Utilitarian Society is founded by....................................  

b). The best form of Government according to Mill is......................  

2. Name the two activities in which Mill divides individual activities.  

3. Name the individual activities where Mill advocates full freedom. 

 4. What was Mill’s view on payment to the members of the Parliament?  

5. Write a note on Mill’s view on public voting?  

 

2.4 Mill on State: 

State is the legal and the supreme authority. Every political philosopher has discussed the state in their 

political philosophy. Mill has dealt with state elaborately and rejected the mechanistic view of the 

state and considers it as the product of the will of the people. His theory of state is based on the 

classical economic theory of laissez faire. Mill believes that the theory of laissez faire is the ideal. 

However it should be kept out for the purposes of education, care of children and the insane, relief for 

poor, public utilities etc. The basic task for the state, according to him is to ensure that none is starved.  
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 Basic features of Mill’s state  

• Mill rejects the mechanistic view of theories of the state because it completely ignores the human 

will and neglects the personalities of men.  

• He considers state as the product of the will of the people who compose it rather than an instrument 

for the promotion of their interests.  

• Mill considers that the state and other political institutions are the result of human voluntary agency 

and do not act by themselves. They require an active participation of the individuals and must adjust 

according to the capacities and qualities of those individuals.  

• Mill does not emphasize the negative aspect of state and asserts that state interference is 

indispensable for the development of the individual personality. 

 • Mill wants that the state should be regulated to stimulate and utilize the best intellectual and moral 

qualities of the citizens for the service of the society.  

• Mill’s theory of state is based on the classical economic theory of “Laissez Faire”.  

 

SAQ:  

Examine Mill as a revisionist of Bentham’s Utilitarianism? (80 words) 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

......................................................................................................  

 

2.5 Summing Up: 

Mill is one of the foremost individualists or liberal thinker who emphasizes the principle of human 

progress as the goal of civilization. This unit helps you to understand that Mill makes Benthamite 

Utilitarianism more humane and consistent. Due to his contribution to Utilitarianism, he is described 

as the last of the great Utilitarians. From this unit we have also learnt that Mill’s effort to revise and 

modify classical Utilitarianism by emphasizing the social aspect of the individual as well as the need 

to assess happiness both quantitatively and qualitatively is significant. Moreover, after reading this 

unit you are now in apposition to discuss Mill’s view on state.  
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UNIT: 3 

J. S. MILL:  CONCEPT OF LIBERTY, REPRESENTATIVE 

GOVERNMENT, SUBJECTION OF WOMEN 
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3.1 Introduction  

In the previous unit of this block we have discussed Mill’s Utilitarian ideas. Mill is also 

famous for his idea of Liberty. According to him, purpose of law is to maximise liberty, as it 

gives an opportunity for self-realisation. We must remember that India influenced the 

thinking process as well as career of Mill to a large extent. This unit also makes an attempt to 

analyze Mill’s ideas on liberty and his ideas of general discrimination and gender equality.  

 

3.2 Objectives: 

Mill is an advocator of liberty. After reading this unit you will be able to 

Analyse Mill’s idea of liberty 

Discuss Mill’s view on Representative government 

Examine his views on subjection of women 

 

3.3 Mill on Liberty: 

Liberty indicates freedom and it is the foremost requirement for the development of the 

personality of an individual. Among the various political ideas of Mill, the concept of 

‘liberty’ has received wider attention. In fact, he is regarded as a champion of individual 

liberty as he insists that neither state nor government should interfere in the life of the 
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individual. He believes that liberty is an essential ingredient for moral development of 

mankind and thus an end in itself. Mill’s development of this doctrine, on the basis of utility, 

embodies a complete and systematic philosophy of individualism and laissez faire. He 

emerges as the advocate general of individuality – of the supreme importance of developing 

the individual in all the completeness of his being so that his active and intellectual nature 

realize their utmost scope and reach the highest efficiency. Without this, general progress is 

impossible. In this sense, Mill is an ardent advocate of individual liberty.  

 

Mill defends individual’s right to freedom. This right has both positive and negative aspects. 

In its negative sense, it means that society has no right to coerce an unwilling individual, 

except for self- defence. Again, in its positive sense, it means the grant of the largest and the 

greatest amount of freedom for the pursuit of the individual’s creative impulses and energies 

and self-development. He further states that if there is a clash between the opinion of the 

individual and that of the community, it is the opinion of the individual which will prevail, 

unless the community can convince him without resorting to threat and coercion.  

Thus, Mill considers individuals to be the ultimate judge. He lays stress on the concept of 

individual liberty on the grounds that liberty is essential for the development of human 

personality and that without maximum liberty one cannot develop and becomes stagnant. 

According to Mill, if every individual is allowed to develop his personality as he likes, it will 

enrich the world with variety of characters. He further believes that democracy, public 

opinion and collectivism are dangerous to individual liberty and must be kept within their 

sphere of activity. Any effort on the part of the government to hamper the full development 

of personality of the individual leads to monotony, which is no sign of progress of the 

society. It is very interesting to note that Mill divides individual activities into two types 

1. Self- Regarding Actions- These activities of the individual are concerned with the 

individual person alone. Mill argued that there should be no interference with self- regarding 

actions.  

2. Other- Regarding Actions - These activities of the individual are concerned with other 

members of the community.  

Mill argued that there shall be interference with other-regarding actions if it produces positive 

and demonstrable harm to others. Though Mill is an ardent advocate of individual liberty, he 

argues that so long as the action of the individual concerns him alone and does not in any way 

hamper the interest of others, he can be free and there will be no limitation on him. Thus, 

Mill permits full freedom in self-regarding activities. However in case of other-regarding 

activities, the state or society can impose restrictions on those actions which affect other 

members of the community.  Mill here admits that as a natural development of this position, 

it is legitimate to oblige a man to bear his share in maintaining society – conscription is not to 

be regarded as an unwarranted infringement of liberty. He must not make himself a nuisance 

to other people.  
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Again, Mill defends the right of individuality which means the right to choice. As far as self-

regarding actions are concerned; he explains why coercion will be detrimental to self- 

development. Firstly, the evil of coercion out weights the good achieved. Secondly, 

individuals are so diverse in their needs and capacities for happiness that coercion will be 

futile. Since the person is the best judge of his own interests, thus he has the incentive and 

information to achieve them. Thirdly, since diversity is in itself good. Other things being 

equal, it should be encouraged. Lastly, freedom is the most important requirement in the life 

of a rational person.  

Here we should remember that Mill wants to promote the development of individual men and 

women as he is convinced that all wise and noble things come from individuals. According to 

him, there can be no self-development without liberty. It is this connection between liberty 

and self development which attracts him most and he goes on to argue that liberty is 

necessary for the happiness of the society. Different Types of Liberty Mill categorizes liberty 

in the following ways:  

• Liberty of thought and expression  

• Liberty of opinion and sentiments  

• Liberty of conduct  

• Liberty of taste and pursuit  

 • Liberty of scientific and practical or speculative  

• Liberty to unite  

• Liberty of conscience  

• Liberty to live  

• Liberty of association  

Mill has made a forceful plea for freedom of thought and asserted that the state has no 

justification to suppress the independent thinking of an individual even if it is wrong because 

the truth emerges out of collision of opinion. According to Mill, liberty of conscience, liberty 

to express and publish one’s opinion, liberty to live as one pleased and freedom of association 

are essentials for a meaningful life and for the pursuit of one’s good. Mill further argues for 

liberty of tastes and pursuits, of framing the plan of our life to suit our own character. Again, 

Mill contends that positive liberty i.e. autonomy and self-mastery, are inherently desirable 

and it is possible if individuals are allowed to develop their own talents and invent their own 

lifestyles.  
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Mill’s doctrine of the individual liberty of conduct may be summarized under three heads: 

 • The advocacy of the due recognition of the place and importance of impulse and desire in 

man. According to Mill the supreme need is to amply acknowledge ‘the active and energetic 

side of the individual’s nature’.  

• Insistence on the view that spontaneity or individuality is a necessary ingredient for 

happiness or human welfare.  

• Revolt against the conventionalities of society that hinder or seem to hinder the 

development and expression conduct.  

 Criticism of Mill’s View on Liberty: 

 Though Mill has given an excellent argument on individual liberty, we can criticize his 

views in liberty on the following grounds-  

• Mill has divided human activities into two types which are defective and unacceptable. It is 

difficult to draw a line of demarcation between selfregarding and other-regarding activities.  

• There can be hardly any action of the individual which does not affect other members of the 

community.  

• Mill’s concept of liberty is not consistent. He is not clear whether liberty is absence of 

restrain or freedom to do what one desires. 

 • Mill’s concept of liberty deals with the individual not as a part of the society but in 

isolation. However, in actual practice the individual is an integral part of the society.  

• Mill has advocated liberty of thought and expression but he does not grant absolute liberty 

in the field of action.  

• Mill talks about bestowing maximum freedom to the individual, but when individual is 

given maximum freedom as conceived by Mill, it leads to inequality among men. Despite 

these criticisms, it must be admitted here that Mill is one of the foremost individualists who 

offer the best vindication of liberty of thought and expression.  

 

Stop To Consider:  

Life Sketch of Mill: 

J. S Mill was born on 1806 and he was the eldest son of James Mill. As a child he was 

subjected to a very hard training by his father and spent most of the time reading books. He 

learnt Greek, Latin and French languages and was (32) greatly influenced by the dialogues 

and dialectic methods of Plato. He also studied the history of Roman Government and felt its 

influence. The Utilitarian Philosophy of Bentham has exercised the maximum influence on 

J.S Mill. At the age of sixteen, he founded the Utilitarian Society. He also became the 
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member of Speculative Debating Society and the Political Economy Club. The other thinkers 

and writers who exercised profound influence on Mill were Coleridge and Wordsworth. 

Above all, his wife Mrs. Taylor greatly stimulated him. At the age of twenty-three, Mill 

followed his father into the service of the East India Company, and stayed there until he 

retired in 1858. He is one of the very few voices raised in England against the treatment of 

the prisoners after the Indian Mutiny was put down. Mill’s intellectual energy alone was 

enough to make him an eminent Victorian. All the cross-currents of the age— romanticism, 

positivism, political economy, the suffrage question (including votes for women), birth 

control, socialism (Mill had generous things to say about the Communards) united in Mill. He 

was the MP for Westminster from 1865 to 1868. Harriet Taylor died the year before ‘On 

Liberty’ came out in 1859. By that time Mill had established himself as one of the leading 

social scientific thinkers of the day, and, in a happy phrase, he became the schoolmaster of 

liberalism. He died and was buried in Avignon in 1873.  

 

SAQ:  

Discuss Mill as a champion of individual liberty. (80 words) 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

 

3.4 Mill on Representative Government:  

Now in this section we will discuss Mill’s ideas on representative government. In his book 

Representative Government, Mill proceeds to discuss the form of government that will best 

apply the basic principles of liberty. Ideally, he considers that form of government to be the 

best in which “the sovereignty, or supreme controlling power in the last resort is vested in the 

entire aggregate of the community”. Again, every citizen has a voice in the expression of the 

sovereign will and at least occasionally they can take an actual part in the discharge of some 

public functions. The excellence of such a representative government is to be deduced from 

two principles:  

• Firstly, that any task is done best by those whose rights and interest are immediately 

involved and  

• Secondly, that the moral, intellectual and practical faculties of men are most developed and 

improved when they are in active exercise. As a champion of individual liberty, Mill opines 

the representative government as an ideal form of government as it guarantees individual 

freedom. He also believes that the best government is that which promotes the virtue and 

intelligence of the people and its value should be judged by its action. The representative 

government serves the purpose of citizenship to the highest degree. It imparts political 
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education and training to the citizens by fostering the moral and intellectual qualities of the 

citizens.  

Mill has made three considerations for representative government-  

• Mill has considered the representative government as the best form of government as it 

raises the general standard of intelligence and honesty existing in the community.  

• Mill has favoured representative government only for the advanced nations and did not 

favour it for the backward and colonial people.  

• Mill has pointed out that the representative government prevailing in England has various 

shortcomings. To improve its working and make it fully representative and democratic, Mill 

favours “Proportional Representation” system.  

 

Basic Features of Mill’s Representative Government: 

• Proportional representation Mill advocates the system of Proportional Representation to 

ensure that each section of the society gets representation in proportion to its voting strength. 

He is unhappy with the inadequate representation accorded to the minorities and the 

tyrannical attitude of the majority. He argues that in real democracy, every section of the 

society must be represented proportionally. 

 • Right to vote to all Mill advocates the right to vote to all without distinction as he believes 

that all are competent enough to exercise this right properly and intelligently. However, he 

insists on property and educational qualifications for the voters. He pleads for greater 

emphasis to voting to persons with better abilities and capabilities.  

• Public voting Mill argues for public voting in contrast to secret voting. He says that “the 

duty of voting like any other public duty” should be performed under the eye and criticism of 

the public. • Equal treatment to women Mill stands for equal treatment to women and favours 

that they should enjoy equal status with men. Mill argues that the difference of sex is only 

external, thus it should not become a disqualification for women and qualification for men.  

• Non-payment to the members of the parliament Mill is against payment to the members of 

the parliament. He asserts that membership of the parliament is an honour and service for 

which the members need no payment. This will ensure not only efficiency and purity in 

administration but also leads to economy.  

 • Rejection of the idea of annual election of parliament Mill also rejects the idea of annual 

election of the parliament. Once elected, the candidate should be completely free to guide and 

instruct the state. Criticism of Mill’s Representative Government  

 

 



Block III (Unit: 3) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

However Mill’s representative government can also be criticized on the following grounds-  

• Mill is in favour of public voting which is not practicable at the present times. Presently all 

the countries follow for secret ballot.  

• Mill has given more emphasis on giving voting right to the people with educational and 

property qualification, which is against the principal of equality and democracy.  

• If voting is done publicly, the people will not be in a position to vote fearlessly.  

• He favours the idea of proportional representation which is impracticable in the present 

times as it is impossible to give due representation to all people.  

• Mill’s representative government is meant only for developed countries not for developing 

countries. Though, Mill’s representative government has the above mentioned shortcomings, 

he strongly favours representative government, adult franchise and equality of women which 

are the hallmarks of modern democracy.  

 

Stop To Consider: 

Major Works of Mill: Like many other nineteenth-century thinkers, John Stuart Mill had to 

face the crisis of authority which had been implicit in Europe since the French Revolution 

and which became pressing after the Revolution of 1848. When Mill wrote his famous essay 

‘On Liberty’,France was going through a phase of Napoleonic rule for the second time. From 

Mill’s attitude the idea how far utilitarianism had travelled since Bentham. In his book On 

Representative Government (1861), Mill makes an important addition to the traditional 

utilitarian definition of good government. Again in his System of Logic (1843) which he 

began writing in the 1920s, he tries to elucidate a coherent philosophy of politics. One of his 

important works was Subjection of Women (1869), which is the classic elaboration of liberal 

thought on some important issues regarding the liberation of women in the context of law, 

rights and liberty. His famous pamphlet Utilitarianism (1863) endorsed the Benthamite 

principle of the greatest happiness of greatest number. Apart from these, some other major 

works of him are as follows: Principles of Political Economy (1848) The Three Essays on 

Religions (1874) Enfranchisement of Women Dissertations and Discussions Women 

Suffrage. 

 

SAQ: 

Discuss how Mill’s idea of Government can be regarded as the basis of modern democracy. 

(80 words) 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................. 
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3.5 Mill on Gender Equality and General Discrimination: 

Mill has discussed elaborately on general discrimination and equality of sexes. Mill’s thought 

and activism can be distinguished from all his predecessors within the liberal tradition 

because of the application of the principles of liberalism to the question of women. In his 

book Subjection of Women, Mill makes a strong plea for equality of sexes. For Mill, 

improving women’s position by giving them suffrage, education and reemployment 

opportunities is a stepping stone to progress and civility. Women are denied equal treatment 

for long and considered inferior to men. They are not allowed to act according to their wishes 

and always have to be dependent on their male counterparts. Mill has referred to women as 

both the subject and the enslaved class as their position is even worse than slaves. Their 

capacities are spent in seeking happiness for others. A woman is not free within marriage, nor 

is she free to remain unmarried. Unmarried women are deprived of avenues for leading a 

good and independent life. There is lack of freedom of choice for women.  

The subordination and domination of women are possible for the following reasons –  

• Women are physically weak and not as strong as their male counterparts.  

• Women have accepted the domination voluntarily without any protest or resistance.  

• The psychology of women from childhood is moulded in such a pattern that she accepts all 

subordination without objection.  

• Renunciation, patience, resignation and submission to power have been regarded as the 

characteristics of a gentle and graceful woman which woman willingly accept from birth.  

Again, Mill has argued for three key areas for the equal status to women –  

• Right to vote – Mill argues that women should be given the right to vote and chose their 

representatives.  

• Right to education – Mill argues for women’s education. Unless they are given proper 

education, they will not understand their capacities and rights and their empowerment will 

remain impossible.  

• Right to employment – Mill insists for the right to employment for women because 

employment will lead to empowerment and progress of women.  

 

From the above discussion it is clear that Mill considers women as bright and gifted as men 

and once granted the same eagerness for fame; women will achieve the same success. 

Moreover, a judgment regarding capacities and talent in women can be made only after 

generations of women benefit from equal opportunities for education and employment. He 

supports the idea that it is the women who should be able to decide whether to marry and 

manage a house, or to pursue a career. According to Mill, it is society that has decided 

marriage to be ultimate aim of a woman. Mill has articulated and defended the right of 

women to be considered as free rational beings capable of choosing the life they like to lead 



Block III (Unit: 3) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

for themselves rather than being dictated by what society thinks they should be or do. Mill is 

confident that women, even if granted freedom and opportunities will not fail to perform their 

traditional functions. It is not a question of a choice between domesticity and career. The 

reason why men do not grant equal status to women is because they are afraid of marriage on 

equal terms.  

Mill further points out that marriage does not give the women the dignity and equal status she 

is entitled to get. Once she is married, she is totally under the control of her husband. Hence 

they must have the right to property, inheritance and custody. A marriage contract based on 

the equality of married persons before law is not only sufficient but a necessary condition for 

full and just equality between the sexes. For Mill, equality is a genuine moral sentiment that 

ought to govern all relationships including the marital one. Such a sentiment could be 

instilled and nurtured within a family that had been justly constituted. Mill acknowledged the 

family as the real school for learning the virtues of freedom and liberation. The boy by virtue 

of being a male was treated and reared as if he was superior and better thus dismissing the 

needs and interests of one half of mankind to bear the consequences of sub-ordination and 

inhumanness. The self-worship of the male in the traditional family was described by Mill as 

a school of despotism. A just family will nurture feelings of sympathy in terms of equality 

and love, rather than sub-ordination and command. Mill desires a transformation of the 

family to suit the temperament and spirit of the modern age namely the spirit of equality and 

justice and in the process aims to bring a moral regeneration of humankind.  

Mill also suggests some reformative measures for the improvement of women’s condition:  

• Men should not be vested with absolute powers. Such absolute power within the family and 

marriage only leads to brutalization of women.  

• Women should have the right to decision-making because this will reduce the feeling of 

negligence and ignorance.  

• The dignity of women will be guaranteed if women are given the power to earn their own 

living. She should be given the right to enter a profession and take up a career.  

• Women should have full right in her property and earning.  

• Women should be equally paid for equal work with men.  

• Women should be given the political right to vote and participate in government and 

administration as rulers.  

• Condition of women can be improved by education, opinion, habits and finally a change in 

family life itself.  
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Criticism of Mill’s view on Gender Equality: 

Mill’s view on general discrimination and gender equality has various shortcomings which 

are as follows –  

• Mill has failed to address the problems of women in the market place and as a part of the 

labour force.  

• The critics highlight that Mill’s main focus in the ‘Subjection of Women’ is on wife and 

mother and he ignores the plight of daughters, sisters etc.  

• Mill does focus on the plight of single women in a society thereby giving undue importance 

to marriage.  

• Mill has supported women’s power of decision-making but he does not mention how their 

decisions can be made binding.  

Thus, it is giving power on one hand and taking it away on the other hand. However, Mill has 

made a brilliant study of the plight of women and suggested various measures for the 

improvement of their condition. He does not believe that women are slaves to customs and it 

is necessary to improve their position by giving them suffrage, education and employment, 

the stepping stones to progress and civility.  

 

 

SAQ:  

Critically examine Mill’s ideas on gender discrimination and equality of sexes. (60 words) 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

...................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................. 

 

3.6 Summing Up:  

After reading this unit, we can now draw a conclusion that Mill is one of the supporters of 

liberty of thought and expression. He highlights the evils of bureaucracy and opposes 

governmental interference in the economic life of the community. Again, we have also learnt 

that he is a strong advocator of women’s rights. The profound influence of Mill is still 

witnessed on the contemporary intellectuals. Mill is the first male philosopher of considerable 

stature and repute to consider the women’s question. He applies the liberal principles not only 



Block III (Unit: 3) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

in the public sphere but also in the private realm and remains the only philosopher to 

emphasize the importance of fairness, equality and independence within the family well as 

within the state. Towards this end, he advocates women’s enfranchisement, quality 

elementary education for the masses and land reforms for agriculture labourers. He also states 

that liberty is the chief end of the state and defines happiness to include liberty, individuality, 

self – development and self –control. Hence, Mill’s above mentioned ideas pave the way for 

many of the changes initiated within English political thought and practice. 
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4.1. Introduction 

Simone Lucie Ernestine Marie Bertrand de Beauvoir was a French writer. She was an 

intellectual, existentialist philosopher, political activist, feminist and social theorist. She 

wrote many novels based on feminism. ‘She Came to Stay’ and ‘The Mandarins’were her 

famous works. She had won the Prix Groncourt Award in the year 1954 for her novel ‘The 

Mandarins’ and Jerusalem Prize in the year 1975. Again in the year 1978, she won the 

Austrian State Prize for European Literature. She was famous for her open relationship with 

the French philosopher Jean Paul Sartre. Her father was her source of encouragement who 

felt proud in the fact that Simonede Beauvoir thought like a man.  

Here in this unit, you are going to be introduced with different ideas of Simone de Beauvoir. 

She wanted to abolish the myth of eternal feminine. She focused on the role of patriarchy in 

creating this notion of women. This unit shall also help you in understanding her concept 
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about feminism. All her famous books deal with this topic. The Second Sex written by her is 

considered to be the bible of feminist movement. In this unit an attempt has been made to 

connect you to the concepts developed by Simone de Beauvoir.  

 

4.2. Objectives 

This unit is designed to help you understand the main ideas of Simone de Beauvoir who was 

a leading feminist. After reading this unit you will be able to  

• Understand Simone de Beauvoir ‘s ideas described in her works 

• Discuss her ideas about patriarchy 

• Understand her concept of feminism 

• Summarise Simone de Beauvoir’s idea of freedom 

• Explain her concept of marriage, children etc 

 

4.3. Notable Works of Simone de Beauvoir 

You have already learnt that Simonede Beauvoir was a feminist writer. Her works dealt with 

the issues vital for freedom and independence of women. Simonede Beauvoir liked to call 

herself an author rather than a philosopher. Here in this section let us discuss her ideas and 

contribution through few of her books.  

4.3.1. The Second Sex 

The Second Sex, published in 1949 is considered to be a pioneer book in the field of 

feminism. The book Second Sex for the first time in history separated gender from gender 

conditioning. She had rightly quoted that you are not born a woman, you become one. 

Femininity as a concept is not innate but taught from infancy. She believed that women were 

equally capable of making life choices and taking responsibilities as woman. This novel is 

considered to be the bible of feminism. It was so controversial that the Vatican put it in the 

list of prohibited books.  

In this book, Beauvoir referred to women as the Second Sex because they always seemed to 

be defined in relation to men.  

This whole book is dedicated to the question what is a woman. Simonede Beauvoir felt that 

the society did not accuse a man for the way he thinks only because he is a man. A man can 

easily become a philosopher by virtue of being a man. But the society consider woman’s 
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body as a hindrance in becoming a philosopher. In fact, by the question what is a woman, 

Simonede Beauvoir challenged the exclusion of women from philosophy.  

This book can be divided into two parts. The first part is known as Facts And Myths. The 

second part is known as Lived Experiences. The first part deals with the history of subjection 

of women. This part explains how the myths related to this subjection of women has 

perpetuated the inferior position of women. As mentioned above, this part focused on the two 

most important factor for emancipation of women. One is participation in the production 

process and second is freedom from reproductive slavery. The second part explains the 

experiences of women at different stages of life. This part analysed the attitudes adopted by 

women at different stages to deal with various situations. Simonede Beauvoir also reflected 

the new changes adopted by women which might help them with new opportunities. 

Simonede Beauvoir explains that infants cannot differentiate on the basis of sex. They 

perceive the world through their sense organs and not their sex organs. Gradually when they 

grow up, adults inculcate these differentiations into them. Tears of a girl is more indulged 

than a boy. While boys are expected to be independent, girls are taught to be dependent.  

The Other Writings of Simonede Beauvoir 

• ‘She Came To Stay’ was Simone de Beauvoir’s first book. This book reflected the 

complexity of war in the individual relationships. It was written in the year 1943. She 

Came To Stay was a love triangle where she analysed the existence in relation to the 

other. She argued that women need to justify their existence by loving others rather 

than becoming a free soul. The novel She Came To Stay deals with concepts like 

freedom, dependence, sexuality etc. The book mainly explains the concept of 

existentialism that is finding the meaning of life and self through free will, choice, and 

personal responsibility.  

• In 1945 her book ‘The Blood Of Others’ was released. This book deals with the agony 

of the central character as he had to deal with the responsibility he has and his 

individual relations.  

• Simonede Beauvoir’s next book All Men Are Mortal was published in the year 1946. 

The central theme of this book was the concept of mortality and immortality. In this 

book the character, an actress found out that a mysterious and depressed man is 

immortal. After knowing this, she became obsessed with her own immortality.  
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• In 1954, The Mandarins which was the most famous novel of Simonede Beauvoir was 

published.  

• Her first collection of short stories When Things Of The Spirit Come First was 

published in 1979. The stories in this book have clearly showed the hypocrisy of the 

French society. The intellectual or religious absolutes veils the self-interest of the 

French upper class. In 1967 her second collection of short stories named The Woman 

Destroyed was published.  

• Simonede Beauvoir had written only one play named Who Shall Die? This play deals 

with the topic who should be sacrificed for the benefit of the people. This play was 

influenced by the 14th century Italian towns when during severe starvation, the old, 

sick, weak, women and children were thrown out so that the strong man can live 

longer. 

 

4.3.2. Pyrrhus et Cineas 

In the book Pyrrhus et Cineas, Simonede Beauvoir explained the relation between motives of 

action and the concern that why should we act at all. Simone was much associated with the 

concept of ethical responsibility towards own self. She defines that there is no god to 

guarantee our morality. Therefore, it is the duty of the individual existent to follow ethical 

action and create a bond among themselves. And for this we have to enjoy our freedom and at 

the same time encourage the freedom of our fellow human beings.  

It is important to mention here that Simonede Beauvoiremphasised on the notion that the 

perfectness of a human being should be dependent on the project he/she takes and which sets 

up its own end as valuable rather than the approval or validation from others. She believed 

that all things or concept or notion which rejects or acts as a barrier to the enjoyment of 

human freedom, weaken the importance of individual existence. She defined that everyone 

should have the freedom to choose whom they want to be. She explained that relationships 

like slavery, mastery, tyranny, devotion etc. are all choices though it leads to inequality in the 

society. She believed that we cannot do anything for others. Everyone is responsible for their 

own acts. But we are morally obliged not to harm anyone. Simone de Beauvoir echoed the 

common existentialist theme that remaining silent or refuge to help others is also a kind of 

choice and an individual should get the freedom to make his/her own choices. But at the same 

time she also said that refuge to help or remaining silent implies not encouraging the freedom 

of others. This is against the ethical call. If we respect the freedom of others and encourage 
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the freedom of others it will persist to the future generation. The other individual may ignore 

or conform to our encouragement. They will have the freedom to choose whether to ignore or 

conform to our encouragement. Hence we will have to carry our projects in risk and 

uncertainity.  

The Autobiography: 

There are four volumes of Simonede Beauvoir’s autobiography. The first volume named 

Memoirs Of A Dutiful Daughter deals with the relationship with her parents and friends. It 

also focuses on her life as a school going girl and her intellectual development. It reflects her 

critical analysis against her class and the position of women. The second volume is known as 

The Prime Of Life which was published in 1960. This volume explains her transition from 

student to adult and her role in war and peace. The third volume known as The Force Of 

Circumstance published in 1963 had two sub volumes namely, After The War and Hard 

Times. While the first part deals with the intellectual blossoming of post war Paris, the 

second part describes the issues like aging and death. The fourth volume, All Said And Done, 

published in 1972, clearly shows her commitment towards feminism.  

 

4.3.3. The Ethics of Ambiguity 

In this work Simonede Beauvoir explains that there is no predetermined standard of human 

value. She also opined that freedom is an internal thing which is crushed by the burden and 

responsibility of the external world. This responsibility and burden is not chosen by us but 

imposed on us by the society which is very tragic.  

Freedom does not imply doing anything one wants. It means freedom to choose the goal of 

life. The goal varies from person to person. For one individual the goal might be writing a 

novel and at the same time for another individual the goal might be graduating from a 

university. But what matters is the freedom to choose their own goals without any external 

hindrances or pressure. The philosophy which accepts the freedom of each individual can be 

considered as ethical. She further believed that every individual though a separate entity, is in 

a bond with each other. Then only the idea can be carried further.  

You should learn here that Simonede Beauvoiropined that a child while growing up acquires 

values which eventually effects their decisions in later life. But unfortunately these values are 

imposed and not chosen. Sometimes the situation acts as a barrier to the enjoyment of 

freedom. It is not always possible to surpass certain situations. This is because these 
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situations are not chosen but imposed. And individuals are not even aware of the alternatives. 

These situations are made the normal by the society. The individual is made to believe that 

whatever they are doing is assigned to them by nature. It is well known that we cannot revolt 

against the nature. Therefore, the oppressor take advantage of this and make the oppressed 

believe that nature has made them inferior.  

Check Your Progress 

1. The Second Sex was published in the year ____? 

2. Why Simone de Beauvoir referred to woman as the second sex? 

3. What was the central theme of Simone de Beauvoir’s book She Came To Stay? 

4. What was the name of the play written by Simone de Beauvoir? 

5. What are the four volumes of Simone de Beauvoir’s autobiography? 

 

4.4. Simone de Beauvoir on Patriarchy 

It has already been mentioned above that Simone focused on the role of patriarchy in creation 

of a woman. Simonede Beauvoir believed that the description or the creation of a woman is 

socially constructed and not biologically constructed. She was a radical departure from 

convention. She highlighted the problems inherent in patriarchy.  

You should learn here that Simonede Beauvoir explained that women are compelled to accept 

a passive role in life. They are also compelled to take excessive care on their look. It needs 

mention here that the process of socialization helps in this. From a very early age, the primary 

agent of socialization like family imparts the values of feminine into a girl child. Girls are 

socialized in such a process that they feel more comfortable in adapting feminine identity. 

Right from the toy to role play to the colour of the dresses are associated with gender 

stereotypes. There is a watertight division between male breadwinner and female caregiver. It 

needs to be remembered here that according to the norms of the society while masculine 

implies superior, feminine implies inferior. It needs mention here that, in later phases of life, 

the secondary agent of socialization like media also contributes in reinforcing these values.  

You should also learn here that Simonede Beauvoir wanted her women to be free to reject 

male stereotyping of beauty. She believed that this will bring equality between male and 

female. This equality will definitely challenge the patriarchal society. She explains that the 

patriarchal belief that women are abnormal stands as a barrier in achieving the true potential 

of women. It stands as a hindrance to female emancipation.  



Block IV (Unit 6: Simone De Beauvoir- Patriarchy) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

It needs mention here that Simonede Beauvoir was in favour of destructing patriarchal 

institutions like traditional nuclear family. She proposed a radical solution i.e. abolishing the 

unit of family. You should learn here that she favoured the principle of equality both in social 

as well as work life. She was of the opinion that patriarchy enslave women. Men get the most 

important posts and places by default. This is a comntribution of patriarchy. Simonede 

Beauvoir believes that motherhood, child care, marriage etc act asa hindrance towards the 

emancipation of women.  

Patriarchy 

Patriarchy in simple terms means domination of man over woman. In patriarchal social 

systems, man holds the primary position and enjoys the opportunities. The patriarchal ideas 

justify this domination of man over woman on the basis of inherent natural difference 

between man and woman. Literally patriarchy means the rule of the father. The feminists 

consider patriarchy as the major cause of women’s oppression. It is a system of maintaining 

status quo of power. Patriarchy is a structural force which influences the power relations. It 

distributes power unequally between man and woman. In a patriarchal society the feminine 

attributes are undervalued and considered to be inferior while the masculine attributes are 

given a superior position in the society.  

 

SAQ 

Do you think Indian society is a patriarchal society? Explain. (100 words) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4.5. Simone de Beauvoir on Feminism 

Feminism as an ideology deals with the equal rights of women. It has already been mentioned 

above that Simone de Beauvoir was a feminist writer. Her writings reflected the conditions of 

women of that era. Man has a historical definition in connection to human. While women had 

to assert their freedom and climb the ladder in the society, the man can simply take the 

elevator. Man is the savior while woman is the damsel in distress. It has also been mentioned 

above that she suggested ways for emancipation of women. You should learn here that 

Simonede Beauvoir studied multiple perspectives of women which includes biological, 
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psychoanalytic, historical, literary, anthropological perspectives etc. She opined that none of 

these perspectives imply the inferiority of women. She has explained it with illustrations. If 

we take example of biology, we find that certain conditions are unique to women. These 

conditions include pregnancy, menstruation, menopause etc. Man does not experience it. 

These concepts are alien to man’s body. But this no way proves that women are inferior to 

man just because she is associated with these concepts. It needs mention here that Simonede 

Beauvoir also explained the myths related to women. She believed that these myths regarding 

mother, virginity, menstruation etc. are instruments to trap the women in the name of ideal 

and hence denying the individual identity of women.  

You should learn here that Simonede Beauvoir rejected the notion that one is born feminine. 

She was of the opinion that one is not born but becomes a woman. It has already been 

mentioned above that the society imposes the so called feminine traits on a girl child through 

the process of socialisation. Simone extensively studied the roles of mother, wife and 

prostitutes. She found that women are bound to do the monotonous works like having 

children, rearing them, doing the household chores rather than engaging themselves in 

creative works. Hence women have no freedom to choose their own action. They play a 

passive and alienated role.  

It has already been mentioned above that Simonede Beauvoir wanted the women to be free to 

act according to her own will. She wanted all the women to take goals and projects of their 

own choice. She also opined that a woman should make herself able to take all the 

risks,uncertainties and dangers involved in fulfilling these projects and goals. She proposed 

several structural changes in the society which will pave the way for the emancipation of 

women. These changes include universal childcare, equal education, contraception, and legal 

abortion for women. She gave utmost importance to the fact that woman’s economic freedom 

and independence from man are most important for emancipation of women. She also 

emphasised that marriage like any other choices should be chosen actively by both man and 

woman and it should not be imposed on.  

It needs mention here that Simonede Beauvoirwas of the view that women also deserve the 

same access to the opportunities, activities and projects. It makes her a second wave feminist. 

She also opined that the laws, customs and education should be altered and made to 

encourage the equality of women.  
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In the beginning, Simonede Beauvoir did not consider herself to be a feminist. She believed 

that socialist development and class struggle are needed to solve the problem of the society 

and not to women movement. But later on she realised that in socialist countries like USSR 

and China, the condition of women remained same despite their involvement in jobs and 

government positions in the society. Then Simonede Beauvoir realised that actual problem 

lies somewhere else. Eventually she started becoming a part of the feminist movement. She 

declared that women need to work to be independent. Not necessarily, work will solve the 

problem or work should be perfect. But Simonede Beauvoir considered work as the first 

condition to be independent. To be truly liberated, the women must overthrow the system of 

patriarchy itself.  

She distinguished between prostitutes and hetaeras. She also described homosexuality and 

was in favour of it. She believed that women have homosexual feelings latent in them and 

therefore towards menoupause they can feel attracted towards their homosexual partners.  

 

SAQ  

Do you think women are deprived of equal opportunities in the society? Give reasons in 

favour of your answer. (70 words) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

4.6. Simone de Beauvoir on Freedom 

It is important to mention here that the Christians believe that human beings are born with 

certain innate ideas. In contrary to this Christian belief, Simonede Beauvoir believed that 

human is born free. This freedom acts both in a positive as well as negative sense. Through 

her book ‘The Second Sex’ she wanted to make the women understand the value of their own 

freedom. The women feel like failures when they cannot meet the expectations of others. 

Rather than concentrating on what they want for themselves, they feel depressed for not 
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becoming what others want them to be. Simonede Beauvoir wanted the characters in her 

novel to dream. She also conveyed the message that falling does not make a person a failure.  

You should remember here that Simonede Beauvoirhad arisen a vital question regarding the 

freedom of women. She asked if majority of women belong to the oppressed category, then 

why they don’t revolt. The answer is that they are not even aware that they belong to the 

oppressed group. She opined that they are not even aware of their unfair situation.  

Simonede Beauvoir has beautifully explained women’s support towards their unfreedom. 

According to her, women play an active role in reinforcing her unfreedom. The main cause 

behind this is explained as the dependent situation of the women. Simonede Beauvoir was of 

the view that embracing and defending their position as sexual object also implies complicity 

towards unfreedom. Simone explained that women are conceived as others and therefore they 

are deprived of opportunities. Man is the subject and hence essential. Women are others and 

hence non essential. It needs mention here that Simonede Beauvoir described the story of 

changing attitude towards female body. She has beautifully explained how the society shapes 

this changing attitude. Simonede Beauvoir raised a vital question that the supposed 

disadvantages of female body is actually the disadvantage or not. She opined that the words 

like menstruation, pregnancy, menopause etc. have its own meaning. But the oppressive 

patriarchal society is using these terms in a negative sense. Therefore, these concepts are 

treated as burden. She believed that as a girl child grows she becomes flesh against her will 

and have to take the gazes. It leads to the belief that female body is something for which you 

should feel embarrassed. Female body gives you pain and hence it isawkward. The society 

will never let a girl forget her body. Everyone will direct a girl about her body posture which 

is a shameful aspect of this society. A girl can enjoy full freedom over her body in a natural 

environment only and not in a social environment. But this is not possible. Escaping to a 

natural world is not permitted always.  

SAQ 

Do you think women reinforce her unfreedom. Illustrate. (60 words) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………



Block IV (Unit 6: Simone De Beauvoir- Patriarchy) 

POL1016: Western Political Thought 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Simonede Beauvoir also pointed out the fact that humanity is male and women are not 

defined independently but in relation to man. She believed that women’s condition can get 

better through two options. Participation in the production process and emancipation from the 

reproductive slavery. Motherhood makes a women engrossed and this helps the man to 

dominate her. Simonede Beauvoir has traced the growth of women’s participation after 

industrial revolution. She also emphasized on the birth control methods and abortion. She 

rightly said that it is due to historical insignificance given to women which makes the women 

feel inferior. It has already been mentioned above that Simonede Beauvoir has beautifully 

explained the differences in the process of socialization of a boy and a girl. A boy is given the 

idea to become tough and the girls are forced to adopt the so called feminine attributes. She is 

taught to worship the superiority of man and given a romantic idea of sex.Simonede Beauvoir 

opines that women are at per with man. It is her situation which limits her activity to 

preparing food and arranging lodging. These are unpaid works and despite doing all the 

household chores she is forced to belief that she does nothing. Simone believed that women 

should fight their own specific struggles. Though it is true that being a woman can limit one’s 

freedom only if that person chose it to be a limitation, yet Simonede Beauvoir thinks that 

some features of a situation may act as hindrance to freedom no matter how it had been 

chosen. She believed freedom needs space to move.  

Existensialism 

The philosophy of existentialism analyses the existence of individual independent of any 

prior idea. According to this philosophy, individuals are responsible for his or her own act 

without having any prior knowledge of good or bad or right or wrong. This philosophy deals 

with human freedom. The followers of this philosophy believe that action, freedom and 

decision are the three ingredients fundamental to human existence.  

 

4.7. Simone de Beauvoir on Marriage  

You have already learnt that a woman was not given the freedom to take decisions. When a 

girl grows up her life is defined in terms of marriage and her relation with a man. Simonede 

Beauvoir explained that the society made a girl believe that the only means of support for a 

girl is marriage and it is the sole justification of her existence. Men were the sole 
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breadwinners. And therefore, women were associated with the household works. This is one 

of the reason why society encourage marriage. Moreover, marriage also gives children which 

is one of the important aspect of female life. The idea associated with the term marriage is 

that a woman is given to the husband by her father and the man is said to take a wife. The 

society expect the women to take the last name, religion, friends and family of the husband. 

And eventually according to Simonede Beauvoir, marriage becomes the career for women. In 

this career she provides services like sex, cleaning, cooking, giving birth to children, rearing 

the children, taking care of the household etc. In return she gets the financial support of her 

husband. This career was easily acceptable to man and woman. Woman finds this career 

easier than the few other jobs available for them. Moreover, this career pays them well. 

Simonede Beauvoir explained that women take marriage as a career as there were only few 

job opportunities available for women at that time. Also, those were not well paid jobs for 

women. Women are not considered as adult until they marry. Women were eager to get 

married soon as they can enjoy freedom, especially sexual freedom after marriage. During 

that time in France, adultery was socially acceptable. Women can take a lover after marriage 

but not before marriage. But men were allowed to taker lovers before marriage. Men were 

treated as adults as soon as they get their first job. So to become an adult, a man must get a 

job while a woman needs to get married. You must remember here that there was different 

definitions of adulthood and freedom for man and woman. A woman gets freedom from her 

parents after marriage but marriage gives her a new master i. e. her husband. The women are 

happy as they enjoy certain sexual freedom after marriage. She explains that the works of 

married woman are equal to refusing life. The dignity of a woman is asasociated with bed 

service and household service. She explains that women find disappointment after marriage 

and marriage almost destroys woman. 

Aging  

In her book Coming Of Age, Simonede Beauvoir dealt with the concept of aging. She studied 

the history of thousand years and also different nations and cultures to write this book. This 

book deals with the fact that our society holds the belief that the old must suffer and endure. 

Aging is associated with a negative term. Women are forced to use products that will give her 

strength to fight against time. Simonede Beauvoir in her autobiography explained that she 

became upset when she was aging as she was losing her looks. As a philosopher she felt that 

it was a value placed by the society. 
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4.7.1. Simone de Beauvoir on Intercourse and Pregnancy 

You have already learnt the concept of feminism, patriarchy and marriage as explained by 

Simonede Beauvoir. Now let us learn the concept of intercourse and pregnancy by Simonede 

Beauvoir .The concept of intercourse is equally traumatic for girls as it involves penetration 

and hence gives pain. Moreover, girls are not given any prior knowledge about intercourse 

compared to the boys. This is the cultural angle of society. The women are given a very 

romantic concept of sexual education. Therefore, when they face the reality, they get the 

shock. Biological facts are not traumatic. It is the lack of generosity in man’s behavior that is 

traumatic. The girls are socialized to romanticize sex. But on later stage, when she goes 

through it, she finds it painful to accept the penetration. Simonede Beauvoir opined that 

according to the society, satisfaction of both the spouses during intercourse is absolute 

absurdity. Simonede Beauvoir again believed that the concept of pregnancy is more positive 

in nature. As a woman becomes pregnant she is considered to be no more available for sexual 

services. It saves her from unwanted gazes which is a very positive aspect. Moreover, she 

carries a life inside her which is very enriching in itself. Pregnancy gives freedom to a 

woman as she is valued on her own terms. She is taken care of as she is giving birth to a new 

life.  

 

SAQ  

Do you think economic independence can elevate the condition of women? Discuss. (80 

words) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

4.7.2. Simone de Beauvoir on Abortion and Children 

Simone was not against motherhood though personally she avoided it. She was against the 

concept of forced motherhood or motherhood against the will of the mother to be. She 

supported legal abortion under the expert supervision of doctors. She refused the catholic 

belief that unborn souls do not goto heaven as they are not baptized. She clearly defines the 
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issue of abortion as the issue of masculine sadism rather than an issue of morality. The 

sadomasochistic behavior among the girl child develops a guilt feeling among them.  

You should learn here that in the career of marriage the women get promoted when she 

becomes a mother. Simonede Beauvoir believed that the motherly instinct is not natural in a 

woman but coloured by a set of uncontrollable circumstances. The women from lower class 

did not have knowledge and access to birth control measures and children become financial 

burden on them. But sadly, a woman cannot choose whether she wants to be a mother or not. 

The mothers are embodiment of sacrifices and it is considered normal. If she has become a 

mother she is denied the individuality and the society impose responsibility on her. 

Check Your Progress 

1. Simone de Beauvoir was in favour of destructing patriarchal institutions. (write true 

or false) 

2. Name the structural changes proposed by Simone de Beauvoir for emancipation of 

women. 

3. Why pregnancy is a positive aspect according Simone de Beauvoir? 

4. Write a note on Simone de Beauvoir’s views on abortion. 

4.8. Summing Up 

After going through this unit, now you are in a position to discuss the ideas of Simone de 

Beauvoir. In this unit, you have learnt that Simone de Beauvoir was a French writer and 

philosopher. She is famously known for her feminist writings. You have also learnt that her 

book The Second Sex is considered to be the bible of feminism. This book revolves round the 

question who is a woman. It has also been discussed here in this unit that Simone de Beauvoir 

explained in her book Pyrrhus et Cineas the relation between motives of action and the 

concern why should we act at all. In her book The Ethics Of Ambiguity, she opined that there 

is no predetermined standard of human value. This unit has also familiarized you with 

various ideas of Simone de Beauvoir like patriarchy, feminism, freedom, marriage etc. She 

emphasized on the role of patriarchy in the creation of a woman. After reading this unit you 

have also learnt that Simone de Beauvoir rejected the notion that one is born feminine. She 

opined that one is not born but becomes a woman. You have also learnt that Simone de 

Beauvoir demanded for equal opportunity and access for women. It has also been explained 

in this unit that Simone de Beauvoir believed that human are born free. But women are 

socialized to accept their unfreedom asa norm of the society. She also opined that 
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participation in the production process and emancipation from the reproductive slavery can 

make a women enjoy her freedom. You have also learnt that, according to Simone de 

Beauvoir, marriage is taken as a career by women. This unit has helped you in summarizing 

the ideas of Simone de Beauvoir.  
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