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From States of Nature to the Natures of States
ChristopherYorke (University of Tokyo, University of Glasgow)

This paper will focus on the political philosophy of John Locke and Thomas Hobbes, discursively framing their

works — especially Locke’s Second Treatise of Government and Hobbes’ Leviathan — as a debate concerning not
only the essence of humankind, but also the essence of statehood. Upon our tentative acceptance of these theorists®
depictions of human nature (via human behavior in their respective states of nature), it is clear that various forms
of government come to seem plausible, possible, implausible, or even impossible in their light. Moreover, the dis-
similar type of agents that Locke and Hobbes represent cannot reasonably be expected to accept, and adhere to,
social contracts which do not admit of corresponding differences in their bases or content. Thus, I hope to show
that a simple linear representation of social contract theory as [Flawed Human Beings >>> Flawed State of Nature
>>> Necessitated Social Contract >>> Normatively Ineradicable State] ignores important disparities in the content
of each step along the way. Hobbes’ nasty brutes, for example, require a strong, centralized form of government to
control them; Locke’s blank slates, armed with the natural light of reason, arguably require considerably less state
management, and so are open to weaker, decentralized forms of governance.

A secondary goal of the paper is to criticize the typical ideological function of state of nature theory. Like any
myth of origin, state of nature scenarios tend to front-load the ideology of the present regime snugly into its fic-
tional past, working backwards from the recognition of the powerful state to an idealized justification of the same;
as in: [Normatively Ineradicable State >>> Justified Social Contract >>> Flawed State of Nature >>> Irrelevance
of Individual Human Beings). Locke and Hobbes, to name but two, seem to take the fact of the state as their unac-
knowledged starting point, while advertising it as the conclusion of their arguments. This inherently conservative
mode of theorizing chiefly tends to produce ‘ideology’ in Mannheim’s sense of the word, in contrast with the
‘utopia’ presented via more critical forms of political theory. For the sake of contrast, I will discuss the state of
nature theory of Ando Shoeki, a Japanese philosopher born 14 years after the publishing of Locke’s Second
Treatise. In his Shizen Shinneido, Shoeki uses the state of nature device as a truly revolutionary tool to undermine
the authority of existing government, by claiming that that human beings are essentially cooperative and that
human society begins in, and should return to, the form of a peaceful farming community (in doing so, he implicit-
ly condemns the Tokugawa shogunate). Due to Shoeki’s optimistic depiction of human behavior in the state of
nature, in his schema the state of war (or a war of all against all) is avoidable. Thereby, the seeming inevitability of
statehood which typically arises from state of nature theory is brought into question, as in Shoeki we have an
instance of a state of nature theory that is able to consistently, and completely, bypass the problems posed by a
hypothetical state of war, and thus also the apparatus of statehood typically invoked via the employment of a

social contract.
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