Both John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau sought to uncover the purpose of civil society.  Although the philosophers agreed that a society's people should dictate its rules, they differed on what function these rules should serve.  Locke, born into a well-to-do family in 1632, came to understand civil society as a means of preserving property.  Rousseau, who grew up motherless and under the care of his poor father, defended civil society as a method to transform "a stupid and limited animal into an intelligent being and a man" (151).  The most plausible explanation for these conflicting theories is each man's view of human nature.

John Locke emphasized the individual.  He believed that if the laws and rules of a polity are antithetical to the individual, tyranny prevails.  Locke maintained this view even if the society was under majority rule.  Locke's normative ideal, therefore, dealt with the rights individuals may claim.  He theorized that an individual should have the ability to act as he desires, and claim rights bound only by reason.  He thought that the sovereign authority, the supreme political power, should rest in the hands of the individual.  

Locke claimed that political power is unlike other forms of power because its goal is different.  For example, parental power serves to provide protection and education.  The power a master has over his servant establishes the production of goods.  The power involved in a marital relationship is irrelevant because the purpose of this association is procreation.  A lord's power over his slaves maintains order.  If a lord treated his slaves as equal, he would disrupt the natural hierarchical authority.  None of the power in these relationships involves the purpose of political power:  the preservation of property.


Understanding political power, Locke argued, lies in understanding the state of nature:  a state of absolute independence, equality, and perfect justice.  In this state, men can "order their actions, and dispose of their possessions and persons, as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of nature" (Locke, 8).  This law of nature is reason, which dictates that "no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions" (Locke, 9).  Without a government, the power to execute the law of nature lies with every man individually.  This right of punishment defines Locke's idea of political power.  He reasons that political power is "a right of making laws with penalties of death, and consequently all less penalties, for the regulating and preserving of property," and for the public good in general (8).  

Accounting for transgressors in the state of nature reveals Locke's view that men are innately self-loving.  For this reason, along with the fact that it would disrupt the perfect justice characterizing the state of nature, a man cannot utilize his right to punishment "according to the passionate heats, or boundless extravagancy of his own will" (Locke, 10).  In fact, a criminal's punishment must be "proportionate to his transgression" (Locke, 10).  Locke further argued that reparation and restraint are the only two reasons "why one man may lawfully do harm to another, which is that we call punishment" (10).  Locke claimed that reparation restored justice (i.e. returning stolen goods) and that restraint made the criminal regret his transgression, "and thereby deter him, and by his example others, from doing the like mischief" (10). 

 In accordance with his view of human nature, however, Locke found it "unreasonable for men to be judges in their own cases" (12).  He believed that self-interest would lead to favoritism and cruelty would lead to excessive punishment.  Figuring that excessive punishment was an inevitable result of human nature, Locke argued that too many inconveniences would arise in the state of nature.  There would be no laws to define violations, no specific punishments, and no impartial judgments.  These inconveniences would lead to confrontations among men, and eventually result in war, "a state of enmity and destruction" (Locke, 14).  In his notion of war, Locke also included slavery, writing that slavery is "nothing else, but the state of war continued, between a lawful conqueror and a captive" (17).  Ending this state of war "is one great reason of men's putting themselves into society, and quitting the state of nature" (Locke, 16). 

Chapters on war, slavery, and property (in that order) follow the chapter concerning the state of nature.  Locke chose this arrangement for a reason.  First, he reasoned that the inconveniences present in the state of nature result in war and slavery.  Because of these troubles, Locke held that men needed to form a civil society.  This society has as its "chief end....the preservation of property" (Locke, 45-46).

The property chapter addresses the problem between self-preservation and the preservation of others.  First, every man has property over his own person, and "this no body has any right to but himself'" (Locke, 19).  Included in every man's person is his labour.  The property over possessions stems from the labour each man mixes with certain material goods.  For example, "as much land as a man tills, plants, improves, cultivates, and can use the product of, so much is his property" (Locke, 21).  There are, however, moral limitations regarding this property over possessions.  A man cannot take so much property that the remaining is insufficient for others to survive.  Locke confronted this problem by arguing that boundless frontiers exist, thereby allotting enough earth for every man to establish property.  Another moral limitation regards spoilage.  If a man has taken in too much property for him to use, allowing it to spoil, then he has committed a sin.  To overcome this obstacle "came in the use of money, some lasting thing that men might keep without spoiling" (Locke, 28).  Having established the potential for all men to obtain limitless property, Locke reasoned that inequalities of wealth are legitimate and should be protected.  This protection is the basis of civil society and its formation of government.

A civil society, Locke suggested, forms a government because of the tension between claims to property and other "rights" and the need to maintain social order (my quotes).  To establish a government, men must alienate the following:  the right to determine when a law of nature has been broken, the right to the physical act of punishment, and the resources that will enable the government to do these things.  Men must consent to this alienation, either expressively through his own words or tacitly by enjoying the privileges and securities that your parents, along with the government, have provided.  This is the principle of unanimity: only those who consent are members of the civil association.  In consenting, men alienate certain rights.  Whatever form of government the majority decide upon, each man (by consenting) is subject to.  Public opinion is the method of rule.  Although Jean-Jacques Rousseau agreed that establishing a civil association involves an alienation of rights ("namely the total alienation of each associate....to the entire community), he attacked the idea that civil society's purpose is the preservation of property (Rousseau, 148).

Rousseau argued that the preservation of property is only what the wealthy desire.  He does not assume that humans are only self-loving and indifferent to mankind in general.  Although he agreed with Locke that natural inclinations include self-preservation, Rousseau also believed men innately pity others who are suffering.  In a society concerned only with protecting properties, Rousseau observed corruption.  Self-interest rules and men learn to dominate others.  Social inequalities emerge not because it is natural, but because of a convention "established, or at least authorized, by the consent of men" (Rousseau, 38).

In Rousseau's state of nature, inequalities are only natural (i.e. "age, health, bodily strength, and qualities of mind or soul") and have no bearing on life (37).  In this state, men are not even in contact with one another.  For this reason, inequalities in the state of nature are irrelevant.  Rousseau criticized philosophers who, in attempting to discover the purpose of civil society, looked to the state of nature for answers.  Rousseau argued that when people like Locke ascribed traits like greed, avarice, and desire to men in the state of nature, they were not describing human nature.  Actually, Rousseau wrote, they "spoke about savage man, and it was civil man they depicted" (38).  Rousseau would call Locke's idea about the state of nature, therefore, more a reflection of society than a depiction of human nature.

To understand the emergence of civil society Rousseau turned to transformative logic.  There must have been a point (if the state of nature ever existed) that men had come in contact others.  For some reason, perhaps a natural disaster or simple population growth, men found a need to help one another.  This established a condition of mutual dependence and resulted in some sort of language.  At the same time, men must have established a notion of property: a distinction between what is one man's and what is another's.  The first man who, "having enclosed a plot of land, took it into his head to say this is mine....was the true founder of civil society" (Rousseau, 60).  Over time, man was "taught by experience that love of well-being is the sole motive of human actions" (Rousseau, 61).  From claims to property, Rousseau argued, came "the inseparable offshoot of incipient inequality" (68). 

Rousseau blamed the evilness of men on the destruction of equality.  He wrote that "the usurpations of the rich, the acts of brigandage by the poor, the unbridled passions of all....made men greedy, ambitious and wicked" (68).  The inevitable result was conflict, which ended "only in fights and murders" and society "gave way to the most horrible state of war" (Rousseau, 68).  Rousseau credited the rich for realizing a need for social order.  They led a unification of the people, claiming to "gather them into one supreme power that governs us according to wise laws....and maintains us in an eternal concord"  (Rousseau, 69).  Rousseau believed that this was the origin of laws and society.  He criticized it because the new society gave "new fetters to the weak and new forces to the rich" (69).  What Locke claimed as the prime end of civil society (the preservation of property), Rousseau denounced as corruption.  


Rousseau's ideal civil society was based on what he termed the social contract.  This contract sought to "find a form of association which defends and protects with all common forces the person and goods of each associate" (Rousseau, 148).  All members of the society, Rousseau continued, should be committed to the general will:  an unalienable, indivisible commitment to the public good.  The general will is unalienable meaning that it belongs to the entire community and indivisible meaning that if it fails to serve the interest of all, it is not the general will.  Rousseau contended that the general will is never wrong because, by definition, it is for the good of all.  Although never wrong, Rousseau believed the general will is difficult to determine because a polity often does not realize what is in its best interests.  For this reason, the general will is more an ideal to be reached for than a state capable of achieving.  He praised the general will so much because as soon as a polity united under it, "one cannot harm one of the members without attacking the whole body" (150).    When the "voice of duty replaces physical impulse and right replaces appetite," man is "transformed....from a stupid, limited animal into an intelligent being and a man" (Rousseau, 151).  If each man does what he is supposed to, there is reciprocity.  Reciprocity, the surrendering of something in return for something else, is the principle that can bring about social equality.  In a well-regulated society, Rousseau contended, men find comfort in the contention of the public.  He claimed that "where right and liberty are everything, inconveniences are nothing" (199).


Despite the vastly different arguments each philosopher applied, both agreed that a polity's power should rest with its people.  Because of their opposing views on human nature, however, the men arrived upon two different ends of civil society.  Where John Locke legitimizes inequality, Jean-Jacques Rousseau condemns it.  Locke, furthermore, praised civil society's attempts to preserve man's property while Rousseau hoped civil society could lead man away from bestiality.  Although the philosophers have some similitude, their stark differences are obvious.     
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