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Locke & Hobbes: Social Contract Theorists Still Shaping Today’s Administrative State 

When most hear the term “natural law,” their minds immediately wander back to the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  Enlightenment philosophers such as John Locke, Thomas 

Hobbes and Jean Jacques Rousseau creep into the mind.  On the other hand, scholars of United 

States history may think first of Declaration of Independence author Thomas Jefferson or James 

Madison, Father of the Constitution of the United States.  All of these men were social contract 

theorists to varying degrees, the root of their social contract theory originating in their individual 

conceptions of natural law.     

However, the whisper of natural law, or at least a notion or conceptualization of natural 

law, has existed for millennia.  The Greek Sophists treasured knowledge, which was their 

linchpin as group of thinkers.  The concept of the “ideal,” or the all-enveloping organic state that 

includes all and is all, was the evolutionary ancestor of natural law as we know it today (Argyle 

2011, 3).   

         The major difference between the Greek ideal and natural law theory of the Enlightenment 

era (the era defined here as beginning with the publishing of Thomas Hobbes Leviathan in 1651 

and concluding with the dénouement of Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason in 1794) is that the 

ideal was about a collective to which everybody within the state belongs and must appease, while 

natural law celebrates the rights of the individual being. 

Locke’s synopsis of natural law as described by Baradat (2012, 21) are “certain rules of 

nature governing human conduct that can be discovered through the use of human reason.”  The 

thought process follows that these rules can be applied equally to all, therefore making certain a 

basal moral equality.  Locke’s works would later inspire Jefferson’s natural rights infused 



Declaration of Independence, and later, the Constitution of the United States, with these 

documents nurturing the social contract within the United States of America.      

It is interesting to note that peer to Locke and Hobbes and fellow social contract theorist, 

Rousseau, was not a proponent of natural law for the individual as he believed governments (or a 

sovereign) were needed to rule the innately evil mankind to protect it from itself.  Rousseau’s 

image of natural law was from a conditional stance (Noone 1972).   

In fact, he scolds Hobbes for not adhering to the original Sophist ideal version of natural 

law to which man is born to serve society, instead favoring the freer, individualist notion of 

Lockean natural law.  Rousseau was especially taken aback by Hobbes stance in that like, 

Rousseau, Hobbes did not believe that man was an essentially good being (Melzer 1983, 635).            

 

The Shift from Total Subservience to the Sovereign toward the Social Contract 

Before the Age of Enlightenment, human thought was relegated to accepting things as 

they were because that was the way, for one, that God, or in polytheistic religions, the way the 

gods, desired it. Taking this spiritual aspect a step further, the appointed religious leader who had 

a more direct link to the worshiped deity would interpret these wishes. Another pre-

Enlightenment accepted condition was that one adhered to the ruler on Earth.  One did as the 

ruler wished based on traditions and desires of the ruling class.  

        From a Western perspective, both ideas were acceptable under Pope Gelasius I two swords 

theory, which as it was applied during medieval times, stated that people needed guidance from 

both the spiritual and secular realms. The spiritual sword in this case was the Roman Catholic 

Church whose purpose it was to help all souls find salvation through God. The temporal sword, 



as identified here, was held by the earthly ruler with power to interpret natural law infused into 

him by God to provide order and conditions suitable for finding salvation (Baradat, 55-56).  

Bridging this gap, Argyle (2011 Unit 3, 10) succinctly lays out Saint Thomas of Aquinas 

idea of natural law, as one of his four subsets of law.  Eternal Law was the divine wisdom of God 

by which God rules the universe, which only God could understand.  Natural Law is the portion 

of eternal law that could only be understood through man and his ability to reason.  Divine Law 

are the decrees God explains in the Old and New Testaments of The Bible, and are not always 

found through reason, but do not contradict reason.  Finally, Human Law, are the firm dictates 

formulated by man and should interlock with Natural Law.  Aristotle maintained that as human 

law is found through reason, tradition and custom are vital to this process.  It was Aquinas’ 

stance that as only God is capable of perfect understanding, that no version of manmade logic or 

reason can bear total understanding, as man is not innately divine.  Man can only receive the gift 

of reason from the Divine God.         

Just as Kuhn (1996, 65-66) points out that seismic shifts explode from the evolution of an 

old paradigm to the emergence of the new, the advent of the Age of Enlightenment and the 

theory of natural law that birthed from it, as well as the concurrent social contract theory, was a 

paradigm shift that literally changed the world.  

       While other religions and cultures have been important to the furthering of knowledge, 

human experience and the philosophical evolution of the human race as a whole, none have so 

quickly and thoroughly impacted the world until the point of time as the Age of Enlightenment.  

       Possible reasons for this were the relative ease by which these thoughts were spread via 

trade routes and the incestuous relationships between many thrones with kingdom sharing and 

constantly intermingling bloodlines for the sake of alliances and the security of their lands.  



Ever-present during these meetings were the custodians of this burgeoning thought.       

       At its essence, the Age of Enlightenment strove for commitment to science in order to shape 

theory. These scientifically gained theories began to build the “treasure chest” of knowledge 

through its accumulation. These theories were successful in the eyes of Enlightenment 

philosophers as they were built by inductive reasoning (Putnam 2011), or reasoning that builds 

proposition based off of observational experience.  Inductive reasoning was the launching point 

for empiricism, or knowledge through experience, which shapes today’s public administration.      

       Ideas such as natural law ownership and social contract individuality were brought to the 

forefront of European society by John Locke during the late seventeenth century. He posited that 

what were once the rights of an ordained few was actually accessible to all through his four 

dictums.  

       In Dr. Ian Shapiro’s Yale Lecture (2011), he explains Locke’s dictums with the first being 

Workmanship, stating that we are God’s property, not that of people, as we were created by his 

urge and he provided us our souls. The second is Ownership, which explains that God gave the 

world to us all equally and is a basis for common rights and later Common Law formation. The 

final two aspects are self-explanatory with the third being equal access to God’s word and the 

fourth that we all have the right to individual sovereignty, or the individual right to resist the 

government.  In other words, it is our right to enter into social contracts with the sovereign, as 

only God owns us, not the sovereign.      

Tierney (2002, 405) points out that Kant championed the thought of permissive natural 

law in the explanation of the individual’s right to property.  Tierney states that permissive natural 

law does not necessarily grant rights to people, but instead lays out a place where the inherent 

power of free choice can be carried out without negative stigma attached.      



On the other hand preceptive natural law sets bounds stopping liberty from falling to 

pieces that would destroy whole societies.  Kant’s perceptive natural law and the social contract 

are very similar in that they both account for a necessary power structure to preserve society.  

Social contact theory goes a step further by stating that the sovereign does this for the people in 

return for the people adhering to his will.  It is important to note that the social contract created a 

bilateral relationship between the sovereign and the people, negating the unilateral, trickle-down 

sovereign to people power dynamic that previously existed to that point where no relationship 

truly existed as this arrangement requires entry from two parties.   

It is ironic that Jefferson, who spoke loudly of limiting government, followed the lead of 

his much admired Locke, when drafting a Declaration of Independence that would protect a 

nation from itself through the installation of law.  Even Jefferson who cried, “The tree of liberty 

must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants (Jefferson 1787),” 

realized that some legitimate administrative leader must exist to better the lives of the people 

domestically or protect them from a foreign threat.  Jefferson most likely would have preferred 

these powers to be relegated to the states instead of the federal government, or to a militia 

formed by the state as opposed to a national military.  However, his thought process may have 

changed when he was Governor of Virginia, when he was chased in 1781 by General Tarleton 

and the British Army from Richmond to his homestead at Monticello near Charlottesville, 

Virginia, and eventually across the Blue Ridge Mountains to Staunton and Jefferson’s summer 

home at Poplar Forest in Virginia. The Virginia militia could not provide adequate protection.  

Interestingly, when serving as the third President of the United States of America, Jefferson took 

advantage of his executive powers to initiate the Louisiana Purchase.  A deal he saw as too good 

to pass up for the nation.     



The United States of America:  A Nation Shaped by the Social Contract  

Thomas Jefferson would draw much from Locke when drafting the Declaration of 

Independence (Baradat, 104-105).  Jefferson at heart was an enthusiast of interdisciplinary 

learning and application.   

As a field and profession, we as public administration practitioners and scholars have a 

wealth of empirical thought, philosophy of science and methodologies for which to be thankful. 

For instance, we have the contribution of complementarity theory from James H. Svara (2001, 

22). After reviewing the literature and empirical examples, he reasoned that the age old public 

administration (PA) politics-administration dichotomy can be separated to a degree in both 

political and bureaucratic bedrooms, with the caveat that they do coexist in reality in the suite 

between these two bedrooms. We utilize accumulation of knowledge from our past and interpret 

it for real world application, appreciating all actors and the roles they play in the policy 

formation and implementation process.     

The same can be said for how our current administrative state, constructed under the 

conspicuous auspices of the social contract and natural law, exists in a state of flux of 

constructive friction between Lockean and Hobbesian views on the subject, and subsequently 

Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian thought (Alexander Hamilton being a Federalist and loose 

constructionist regarding the U.S. Constitution, while Jefferson and Madison were Democratic-

Republicans and self-stated firm constructionist, at least before elected to the office of 

President).    These pairs required each other to build a firmer foundation upon which to fortify a 

more constructive, sculpted framework.  The pushback and conflict that comes from chaos is 

necessary for improvement and for the strengthening of said foundation (Tetenbaum 1998, 1).  

The American Pragmatism movement would later echo that constant reevaluation and 



restructuring of what we think we know is imperative to the fortifying of knowledge, as within 

the base of what we currently knowledge there always lurks a degree of fallibility (Ormerod, 

2006).       

        From an investigative standpoint of what we as PA’s need to do in building toward our 

future, Dobel (2001, 169 & 171) would agree with Argyle’s (2002, Unit 2, 1) statement that we 

need to know our “intellectual history” before we can know where we are going to in the future.     

Today’s Social Contract Theory Shaped American Administrative State 

In our modern political system and public administration, we live under the constantly 

changing and fluid balance of both Hobbesian and Lockean thought where social contracts are 

written on a paper woven of natural law.    

        From an ideological level, one can equate current conservatives as followers of Thomas 

Hobbes in his assumption that people are inherently evil and seek power, with this quest for 

power not necessarily a bad thing as people need to attain power to survive and further their 

agendas. On the other hand, John Locke believed people to be innately good and able to make 

the right choices – a widely held view among current liberals (Szelenyi 2011).  

       Both are social contract theorists and natural law adherents, acknowledging a need for a 

sovereign. Hobbes attributes more power to the sovereign (preferably a king or absolute ruler, 

though he does acknowledge rule by assembly as a possibility). Hobbes viewed this sovereign as 

being above the people, to be served by the people with the ruler’s major responsibility within 

the social contract being the provision of protection.  

       With a differing perspective, Locke proposed a government (model for parliamentary 

monarchy) that was meant to serve the people. Both viewed the need for a sovereign to protect 

the people, but Locke thought the ultimate goal of the government was to serve the people, not 



the Hobbesian thought of the people serving the absolute ruler, as long as the ruler lived up to his 

end of the social contract by providing safety to his people.  

       Baradat (2002, 79-80) states that Thomas Jefferson would draw from Locke’s concept of the 

power dynamic between the people and ruler as it pertains to the social contract. When drafting 

the Declaration of Independence, Baradat maintains that Jefferson’s intention was to make 

certain that if one government had to be removed due its failure to satisfy the social contract in 

place, that the community would not fail and would simply choose a new government and draft 

another social contract. 

 For example, when Jefferson was drafting this late eighteenth century document, public 

perceptions of the social contract in respect to freedom of speech differed from our current 

perspective.  Our ancestors did not believe in the overarching mentality of saying whatever one 

desires as we as a society today do, rather at that time one was free to say what they wished as 

long as it did not cause harm to others without articulated reason (Hamburger 1993, 957). 

While Kant believed in the necessity of free will in the decision-making process, he still 

made the distinction between “private use” and “public use” (Kant 1995).  For example, if one is 

a bureaucrat in the Department of Agriculture there exists within this agency an essence of 

uniformity when representing it.  The bureaucrat would not speak ill publically about agency 

matters.  However, when the bureaucrat is no longer employed by the agency, they can speak the 

truth of agency matters in a public forum.  Kant does note that, hopefully, the expression of this 

truth will occur in an academic and rational manner.   

Free speech in today’s world ever-increasingly blurs these lines.  “Whistleblower” laws 

exist to protect a currently employed person from undue persecution from an agency.  In reality, 

the literature suggests that the Revolutionary War era of the United States would not have been 



as kind to whistleblowers.  One needs look no further than the four bills of the John Adams’ 

Federalist administration-backed Alien and Sedition Acts (1798) where one could be jailed for 

speaking out against the United States.  Under the auspices of these acts, 25 people were jailed, 

with 10 being convicted and one dying while awaiting trial.  The social contract in today’s 

United States administrative state has grown with the country, allowing for the proliferation and 

expansion of more rights for the citizenry (Miller 1952).                  

The current system of checks and balances the United States government utilizes through 

the Executive, Legislative and Judicial branches are drawn from Locke and Charles 

Montesquieu. It is these checks and balances that have prevented the need to of having to remove 

the government to date (with a few notable exceptions – Johnson, Nixon and Clinton 

impeachment hearings). But the surrounding structure of checks and balances is what held the 

overall governments at their respective times intact.  

  Our present political system and public administration operate under Lockean 

construction, with Hobbes residing as a significant tenant within this edifice. The United States 

government is modeled after the Lockean ideals of Life, Liberty and Property (though Jefferson 

added the more American Pursuit of Happiness, replacing Property). We treasure our freedom, 

have a system of checks and balances and recognize that we need a central sovereign (President 

with supporting Congress) to serve as a protector from outside forces. The latter two points are 

an amalgamation of Locke’s separation and need for Legislative, Executive and Federative 

powers of government (Szelenyi 2011).  

         However, Hobbes is ever-present and always has been. Only as of late have his feet have 

been stomping more loudly on the floor covering the ceiling above. In a post-9/11 society, our 

leaders have pushed for more protection against outside forces stating that they know what is 



best. This elitist ruling mentality probably would have happened either way, no matter if 

conservatives or liberals held the majority of Congress and the Presidency, witnessed with the 

overwhelming passing of the Patriot Act with 98 Senators voting Yea, with 1 Not Voting and I 

Nay (Feingold, D-WI) (United States Senate 2001).  

       Over the previous decade, the Hobbesian perspective of society needing an absolute ruler to 

protect it seems to have become reality. Not only is the Republican led extension of the Patriot 

Act an example but so is the Democrat led Universal Health Care legislation of 2010.  

     In the government’s view, the people need steering, leading and somebody to determine the 

right thing to do and how to get there. It appears as if Hobbes’ casual mention of an absolutist 

ruling assembly may have come to fruition under the guise of a Lockean framework. Just as 

Hobbes and Locke were products of their times, so it is so in this time. It is hard to criticize those 

having to make the tough decisions day in and day out to protect our nation, especially when so 

much protection is needed from hostile and irrational (a most deadly combination) forces.  

      When Dimock wrote “The Study of Administration” in 1937, he was writing in what must 

have seemed like a tumultuous time for administration. The recent New Deal brought about a 

whirlwind of activity and change in public administration. The lusty child was creating programs 

with no real initial structural infrastructure in place to support it (28). The mindset, though 

necessary to accomplish these tasks, seems to have been one of the creative FDR with his 

Cabinet and other advisors saying to PA’s “Here’s an idea, now make it happen!”  

     One of Dimock’s contemporaries, Luther Gulick moved away from the Wilsonian first-

generation PA dichotomy of politics-administration and states that there should exist a “seamless 

web of discretion and interaction” between the two (Fry, 80). Politics and administration were 

starting to coalesce. Had this always been a clause of the United States administrative social 



contract?    

     An attempt to resurrect a Depression-trodden United States through massive program 

initiation laid a massive work load on public administrators. The same holds true today, but to an 

even greater extent. This world of instant communication and feedback concerning government 

programs demanded from the citizenry’s current social contract, as well as transparency 

requiring work by administrators puts an even heavier, but very necessary burden on today’s 

public administrator.   

Conclusion 
 

Over two centuries after the authoring of the Declaration of Independence and the United 

States Constitution, the social contract containing the free spirit of natural law still holds a firm 

grip of importance on understanding the political events and processes impacting today’s 

American administrative state.  The social contract has been rewritten and renegotiated here and 

there, sometimes more loudly than others, to reflect the evolution of the nation’s citizenry.  Out 

of necessity, America’s public administration, too, has grown to maintain the social mores the 

people want, demand and create.       

   The balance between freedom and order in today’s PA system tends to act as a 

compromise between Locke and Hobbes, with the competitive pushing acting as an invisible 

support system for the construction. The United States government appeases the people through 

the provision of a topical view of the nation’s domestic and international happenings (Locke), 

but still dictates the agenda (Hobbes).   
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