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 Ever since Hobbes' Leviathan, the notion of a state of nature has been intimately 

tied in popular philosophy and the popular imagination with modern, Enlightenment 

liberalism and social contract theory. Such prominent modern political philosophers as 

Thomas Hobbes, Benedict Spinoza, John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and 

Montesquieu were social contract theorists and associated with liberalism – Hobbes 

arguably, despite his theoretical absolutism, as its founder and perhaps a proto-liberal; 

Rousseau as a critic of modernity and liberalism. Montesquieu and particularly Spinoza 

are perhaps less widely read. Montesquieu, a contemporary of Rousseau, was an early 

liberal who favored commercial republicanism on the British model. Some might be 

surprised that Spinoza too qualifies as a liberal, but this contemporary of Hobbes was 

also a liberal and something of a democrat. None of course were as radically and 

consistently liberal as John Locke. All of these social contract theorists were concerned in 

a uniquely modern way with the origin and purpose of civil society and government, and 

consequently with their justification. To this end they looked to the so-called state of 

nature, either as a thought experiment or an historical event or both. This essay will argue 

that state-of-nature theorizing did not begin with modernity and Hobbes. For the purposes 

of examining the history of the notion of a state of nature in Western political philosophy, 

the notion of the state of nature can be traced back at least to ancient Greek myth and 

Judeo-Christian political theology. This may not be news to everyone but it is not 

universally recognized in political philosophy and in any case the argument by way of 

contrast serves the primary purpose of this essay, which is to critique state-of-nature 

theorizing in general and the modern variety in particular. It will be argued that the state 

of nature is at best, in the form of myth and fiction a useful pedagogical tool for the 
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education of children and at worst, in its modern (scientistic) variety, a perniciously false 

foundation for political philosophy. Even at best state-of-nature theorizing is neither 

sufficiently rigorous nor rationally well-founded enough to play a significant role in 

ethical and political philosophy. This essay is a small part of a larger on-going project 

critiquing Enlightenment liberalism from the perspective of an Aristotelian liberalism. 

Also, due to space constraints, I will have to limit the seminar/conference version of this 

paper to examining in detail just one illustrative example from each period: Plato, Juan de 

Mariana, and Hobbes. 

 

Greek Myth and Philosophy 

 It is not the purpose of this essay to locate the very first instance of the state of 

nature in writing much less to speculate about its first instance in thought. The two 

greatest formative influences on Western philosophy are Greek philosophy and the 

Judeo-Christian tradition. I begin with Greek myth and philosophy because of the great 

influence of the latter on the development of Christian theology, first through Plato via 

Augustine and then through Aristotle via Aquinas. Plato and Socrates were transitional 

figures on the cusp between mythic poetry and philosophy. Plato, despite his criticism's 

of and antipathy toward poets, frequently attempts to lead his interlocutors, through a 

turning or reorientation (periagoge), to philosophical truth by the illustrative means of 

myth; and his philosophical writings are in dialogue form rather than philosophical prose. 

Already in Plato's student Aristotle we see a break with the mytho-poetic in philosophy. 

Due to space constraints, I will discuss in detail only the Promethean myth found in 

Plato's Protagoras as an illustrative example. 
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 In Plato's Protagoras, the sophist of the same name explains how virtue is 

teachable by telling the story of Prometheus and how man became a rational, social, and 

political being (320c-323a). “There once was a time when the gods existed but the mortal 

races did not” (320d). The gods molded the mortal races inside the earth out of the basic 

elements and then charged Prometheus and Epimetheus with assigning each their various 

characteristics: abilities, strengths, weaknesses, and so forth. Epimetheus begged 

Prometheus for the exclusive privilege of carrying out this task. Prometheus accepted and 

agreed to be the final inspector. Epimetheus went about assigning traits so that each 

species would have its special place in the world's ecosystem – some he made large; 

others small, and compensated them with swiftness, flight, an underground habitat, or the 

like. He gave each means of protection from the weather of its locale, sources of 

nourishment for each, and the natural tools necessary to acquire food. To the prey of the 

carnivores he gave the ability for faster and multiple births so that they would not become 

extinct. Epimetheus made one grievous mistake, however, in that he unwisely ran out of 

favorable traits to distribute before he got to the human race. When Prometheus came to 

inspect Epimetheus' work, he saw that “the human race was naked, unshod, unbedded, 

and unarmed, and it was already the day on which all of them, human beings included, 

were destined to emerge from the earth into the light” (321c). In desperation, Prometheus 

stole wisdom in the practical arts from Athena and knowledge of fire from Hephaestus, 

and gave them to man, so that the race would have tools it could use for survival. 

Prometheus could not give man the political wisdom necessary for living together in civil 

society, however, for that was the province of Zeus. Prometheus' fate is a familiar one; he 

was charged with theft and chained to a boulder. 
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 Without political wisdom, the human race was nevertheless able to worship the 

gods, develop speech, and invent 

houses, clothes, shoes, and blankets, and were nourished by food from the 
earth. Thus equipped, human beings at first lived in scattered isolation; 
there were no cities. They were being destroyed by wild beasts because 
they were weaker in every way, and although their technology was 
adequate to obtain food, it was deficient when it came to fighting animals. 
This was because they did not yet possess the art of politics, of which the 
art of war is a part. They did indeed try to band together and survive by 
founding cities. (322a-b) 

 
The inevitable result was that they came into conflict, wronging with each other, 

continually banding and disbanding. Zeus, afraid the human race would be wiped out, 

sent Hermes to instill a share of justice and sense of shame in every member of the 

human race, “so that there would be order in the cities and bonds of friendship to unite 

them” (322c). Although previously rational merely in a calculative sense and primitively 

social, from this point on human beings had a fully rational and therefore also fully 

social, because political, nature. Contrast this with Hobbes, for whom human beings in a 

state of nature are not by nature social and possess reason only in this calculative sense. 

There are several other prototypical instances of the state of nature and social 

contract in the thought of Plato and Aristotle. In the Book II of the Republic, 

Thrasymachus the sophist’s argument, as reformulated by Glaucon, holds that justice and 

therefore political society is an artificial construct. Plato and Aristotle, of course, 

explicitly reject any notion that political society is not natural and man not naturally 

social. Later in Book II, Plato has Socrates formulate the anthropological principle, that 

the polis is man writ large, in order to gain a better understanding of justice. Plato then 

proceeds to examine why a city would come about in the first place and to gradually add 

to it as he considers each of the needs of man in turn from the lowest to the highest; it 
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becomes evident that man’s nature is such that he needs the polis and is naturally drawn 

to it. In the Crito, Plato presents a mythical dialogue between Socrates and the Laws that 

is strikingly prototypical of later social contract reasoning. In the first two sections of the 

Politics, Aristotle explicitly argues that the polis exists by nature and, though he 

discusses the formation of the polis in terms of being built up from the male and female 

and master and slave relationships to household, then village, then polis, the argument is 

intended as a logical and imaginative reconstruction rather than an actual historical 

account. A man without a polis is either a beast or a god (Politics 1253a). At one point 

Aristotle does speculate that human beings might enter social life for instrumental 

reasons at first but this is not their natural end, only a possible primitive motivation. Even 

pre-political society for Plato and Aristotle is not lacking in ethical norms, institutions, 

and sources of authority. Thus, a careful and impartial examination of these instances and 

the whole of Plato’s and Aristotle’s thought reveals that the state of nature and social 

contract do not play the same fundamental, justificatory role in the thought of Plato and 

Aristotle that they do in the moderns. The natural for Plato and Aristotle, it must be 

emphasized, is not a thing’s first but its final condition. 

 

Judeo-Christian/Scholastic Political Theology and Philosophy 

 As Douglas Den Uyl notes: “Leo Strauss points out that prior to Hobbes the state 

of nature was a feature of Christian theology rather than of political philosophy. Hobbes, 

therefore, was the first to give the 'state of nature' an essentially secular and political 

significance” (1983:21). While some elements of Strauss' interpretation of Hobbes in the 
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sovereign authority, because of their independency, are in continual 
jealousies and in the state and posture of gladiators, having their weapons 
pointing and their eyes fixed on one another, that is, their forts, garrisons, 
and guns upon the frontiers of their kingdoms, and continual spies upon 
their neighbors, which is a posture of war. (78) 

 
This is the anarchy of the international system widely recognized by international 

relations. Hobbes' state of nature, then, is derived from conditions of man far outside of 

human society, indeed from conditions in which society can be said to have broken down, 

been broken, or never existed. One might also call these sources unnatural in the primary 

Aristotelian sense. The lack of a sovereign authority is purported to result in a state of 

nature and war. And not just any sovereign but a modern state with absolute and 

unlimited power. Hobbes' necessary condition for society does not stand up to the 

standards of theory and historical evidence, however. Not only is the state not necessary 

for the maintenance of social order, but as the state grows into Leviathan it is actually 

destructive of social order. Hobbes' conception of man, the state of nature, and his 

justification for the absolute and unlimited state should thus be viewed as reductionist, 

false, and pernicious. 

 None of the state of nature conceptions discussed in this paper are actually 

necessary for or essential to an understanding or explanation of human nature, society, or 

the state. Although not absolutely central to philosophical inquiry, myth, like the 

Promethean myth or something like it, could be a useful pedagogical tool in the education 

of children. Such myths do convey some philosophical truth if told, and read or listened 

to, carefully. Modern fiction can also serve such a function for both children and adults. 

Indeed, one might well argue that to dramatize philosophical truths and values is a good 

way to convey lived experience and avoid the hypostatizations so common to modern 
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philosophical thought. Mariana's state of nature theory, however, while also unnecessary 

and inessential, does not have the character of myth or a fictional tale but rather that of 

philosophical argument or historical account. It fails as both, for the premises are false 

and there never was such a state of nature lacking some form of societal norms and 

sources of authority. Hobbes' conception adds the pernicious element of being founded 

upon an a-historical and a-contextual, reductionist, materialist, mechanistic, and atomistic 

conception of man and the world. 
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