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4. 

But as men, for attaining of peace, and conservation of themselves thereby, have made an 

Artificial Man, which we call a Common-Wealth; so also have they made Artificial Chains, 

called Civill Lawes, which they themselves, by mutual covenants, have fastned at one end, to 

the lips of that Man, or Assembly, to whom they have given the Soveraign Power; and at the 

other end to their own Ears. These Bonds in their own nature but weak, may nevertheless be 

made to hold, by the dander, though not by the difficulty of breaking them.  

- Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, II.21. 

Introduction 

Is it only self-preservation which motivates humans to create laws and organise states? And 

is it only the punishment for breaking laws which stops us from doing so? Throughout the 

ages, innumerable thinkers and philosophers have tried to seek an explanation to the 

phenomenon that despite a very obvious capacity to cause harm to one another, humans 

have always organised themselves into communities of varying sizes. 

In the following essay, I will try to prove that in contrary to Hobbes’s theory as depicted in 

Leviathan, it is not just survival instinct which forces our species to become and be the ‘zoon 

politicon’ as Aristotle has written. In my argumentation, I will first examine whether 

existence in communities is a general attribute of mankind; secondly, I will explore how 

these communities are organised; and finally, I will disprove the notion that it is only the 

external enforcement of a set of rules (be they civil laws or religious tenets) which keeps 

humanity from descending into lawlessness. 

A brief history of communal existence 

For as long there have been humans, there has been human interaction. Advancements in 

the fields of archaeology and prehistory have allowed us to more or less reconstruct the lives 

of humans before the invention of writing. Hence, it has become quite clear that ever since 

the ascent of our species, interaction between its members has not been limited to 

procreation and that in fact, humanity seems to be biologically inclined to communal 

existence – first in the form of tribes, then city-states gradually evolving into the complex 

societal constructs we call as nation-states. 

The phenomenon has been noted throughout the ages by various philosophers; in fact, one 

of the earliest known thinkers, the sophist Protagoras in the 5
th

 century BC has already 

remarked that humans seem to be naturally inclined to coexistence. Most Greek Classics 

have intensively studied the concepts of state organisation (most famously Plato’s State, or 

Aristotle’s categorisation of forms of government), but their principal focus was on creating 

the perfect form of state instead of discovering the origins of the phenomenon itself. 
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Following the demise of ancient Athens, the focus of the Hellenics gradually shifted towards 

finding the perfect form of life (the ataraxia of Epicuros or the apatheia of the stoicists), and 

it was only with the emergence of Christianity that the question has been first addressed at a 

deeper level. 

According to Christian thought, living in communities was a direct consequence of the 

creation – being created in the image of a perfect God – and of the Bible; the Ten 

Commandments provided a divine set of rules which would naturally regulate the lives of 

every human being. Saint Augustine of Hippo wrote that the physical manifestation of the 

state of God on Earth was the Church; living according to the communal rules of the Church 

was hence the fulfilment of divine will.  

However, it was exactly Christian theology which served as the basis for an entirely different 

form of existence: monastic life. This at first seems to be contradicting the divine imperative 

for living in communities; however, monastic life itself is a form of communal living, with 

monks aiming to create a better, more divine society together (and not just in the Western 

world: think about the Buddhist monks, for example). 

Even in extreme cases of solitude like that of the philosopher Diogenes, or the novel hero 

Robinson Crusoe, we can’t talk about true separation. Diogenes, even though living alone in 

a barrel, still bothered to meet Alexander the Great, while Robinson didn’t wish to be a 

hermit in the first place, having noticed Friday with overwhelming joy when first seeing him. 

All in all, the fact why the whys of communal life have been so neglected is because they are 

trivial – just like we have two legs or hands, we are biologically inclined to societal life. 

The organisation of societies 

Living in communities is one thing, but reaching the levels of societal complexity humanity 

has is a completely other issue. How is it that we were able to reach such complexity in the 

first place? How can these complex regulatory systems be justified? 

One of the first to address the issue was the British philosopher Locke. According to him, 

modern society is based on a societal contract, whereas humans give up parts of their 

natural rights (deriving from free will) in exchange for more effective governance. Variants of 

this concept have remained popular throughout the Enlightenment – largely differing only 

on the question of the initial motivation for creating states, and the exact form of rights one 

had to give up to participate in one. In the case of Hobbes, this motivation was fear and self-

preservation, while in the case of Rousseau, the concept of natural rights was non-existent – 

yet despite these differences, the idea was largely the same. 

Yet there are two fundamental flaws in such a notion regarding the creation of states. Firstly, 

that it implies that the creation of a societal contract was an actual historical event. 

Secondly, that the only possible forms of human existence are those within a state and those 

without, with no other forms of organisation between. 
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Why are these problems? Firstly, because the societal contract implies that in order to 

classify as one, a society needs a formal, codified “constitution” which was created in an 

inclusive decision making process, a notion which simply isn’t true according to modern 

historical knowledge; and secondly, because it hence disqualifies tribesmen and illiterates 

from being members of any society. Yet there seems to be a spontaneous distinction 

between tribes and states in most persons’ minds – how can that be justified? 

There is, of course a distinction between e.g. hunter-gatherer tribes and more complex 

societal forms – the foundations of which lie in the division of labour. According to the 

American historian Jared Diamond, it were the emergence of agricultural societies and the 

subsequently required complex irrigational, calendar, etc. systems which have called to life 

first the division of labour, then consequently the division of wealth and the division of 

societal status. It was far from being inclusive and democratic (and in fact, besides the 

already mentioned example of Athens, democracy is a rare occurrence in human history), 

but it nonetheless started the gradual process which lead to the complex societal forms we 

are living in today. 

But if the processes of state creation were essentially spontaneous, then how come 

humanity there is a broadly universal sense of right and wrong in human society? According 

to the already mentioned Protagoras, there isn’t. He and later ethical relativists argued that 

the concept of justice and injustice is essentially based on what the citizens of a particular 

state perceive it to be. (Just think about slavery: what was morally acceptable for Aristotle or 

Saint Paul is not in contemporary society.) In practice, it aren’t moral codes – be they 

religious, like the Ten Commandments, or non-religious like Immanuel Kant’s categorical 

imperative – which provide us with a sense of justice: it is essentially common sense. 

The moral compass of “common sense” 

The notion that there is no need of a formalised moral code in order to function as a 

member of a society might seem confusing at first - to explain, let’s use the theory of the 

contemporary Scottish philosopher, Allasdair MacIntyre. 

According to MacIntyre, every human being’s life is a summary of different narratives – 

narratives of different societal roles. For example, I would be part of the Hungarian 

narrative, the student narrative, the son narrative, the competitor narrative, etc. The 

obligation of being in a society and obeying its rules comes from the responsibilities each of 

these roles put on us – and the cause of the existence of these narratives in the first place is 

no other than tradition.  

Using the model of narratives, it is easy to show why most humans aren’t the wolves pitting 

against each other like Hobbes has depicted in Leviathan. The “Bonds” of society aren’t held 

together by fear of the other or fear of punishment – but rather, the individual narratives of 

the members of any society, be they tribal or urban, simple or complex. 
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Conclusion 

Humans are societal beings, a phenomenon which has been recognised by many ranging 

from Aristotle (“zoon politicon”) to Francis Bacon (the four misconceptions of recognition). 

This in itself wouldn’t distinguish us from animals – however (as Nietzsche has noted) our 

ability to use reason does. With this ability, humans have created myriads of different, 

complex societies – all based on the needs of their citizens, but formulated not in a societal 

contract, but rather in a long, gradual process of summarising individual narratives. Why this 

would imply that philosophy has no place in determining the proper course of any state’s 

organisation, exactly the opposite is true. Even if the mechanic of society creation is pre-

determined, it’s exact course not – and it is the task of moral philosophers to create the 

larger narrative from which individual ones can derive from. Ranging from Kant’s imperative 

to Plato’s State, from Augustine’s concept to Hobbes’s, these competing models do and will 

continue to influence every society – and what, if not leaving such an impact is the goal of 

philosophy? 


