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Citizen: “somebody who has the right to live in a country because he or she was born there or has been legally accepted as a permanent resident” (Encarta, 2009). This is the literal meaning of the word citizen. However, being a citizen is more than just living in a location, or being born in a certain state. To some, it is the agreement to an all encompassing contract by all who live there. Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean Jacques Rousseau are three philosophers who promoted the idea of a social contract. A contract whose existence may be in reality or unspoken, but nevertheless defines who a citizen is and where they stand in moral values. These ideas also forced into the forethought of all people the dream of an ideal state.

Citizen, those who live in a state must participate in their society. They each have their own roles and obligations. Hobbes’ view was one that took in the brutal and murderous situation of humanity (Solomon & Higgins, 2010, p. 290). He believed the people of a society had an obligation to give up their rights to a sovereign power (Solomon & Higgins, 2010, p. 290). As such, the role of a citizen in such a culture is to promise not to hurt another citizen of the same society on the authority of the sovereign. Without such an agreement, people would go around taking what they wanted by force, murdering one another on a whim.

Locke had a brighter view of society. In his eyes, the role of a citizen is to build and cultivate one’s private property. Because of this, citizens of a society are obliged to follow the laws protecting other people’s property as it protects their own (Solomon & Higgins, 2010, p. 291). Although Locke’s view is of a brighter nature then that of Hobbes, it still possesses the same general feeling of protection from other people. In essence, the obligations of Locke’s society are the roles of Hobbes’. 
Rousseau’s civilization is one to be lauded, however. The role and obligation of a citizen in a state is one of compassion and morality (Chaffee, 2011, p. 527). While the people themselves may not be moral by nature, they must push themselves into a moral position (Rousseau, 1750, p. 10). The people of a state must will their government into an ethical creation, as the government is only created by the will of the people (Solomon & Higgins, 2010, p. 292).

Given Rousseau’s feelings it would seem a moral contract could be written up for a society over the idea of a political one advocated by Hobbes and Locke. However, both philosophers would have had arguments in face of this cause. As stated, Hobbes felt people formed governments in order to protect themselves (Chaffee, 2011, p. 514). Reason being, human judgment is unreliable, believing in irrational fears of things unknown (Williams, 2003, p. Sec 4b. p. 2). Although morality is a thing to be praised, who would enforce this morality upon people that do not think themselves moral (Williams, 2003, p. Sec 4d. p. 2)? In essence, political contracts are required in order to enforce laws; a moral contract could not hold power against people in a human civilization.
In Locke’s eyes, morality is a basis for his social contract. Nonetheless, because all are equal, there is no one to enforce a moral standard. While everyone is ethically inclined to follow a standard of life, liberty, and estate; political governance is required in order to enforce an agreement upon those that would subdue the freedoms of others (Chaffee, 2011, p. 522).

Going back to Rousseau’s civilization, one begins to understand his is not a society based purely on morality either. In fact, Rousseau claims society cares not for morality and only gives the appearance of having any ethical values (Rousseau, 1750, p. 10). Nevertheless, a social contract would push people beyond their natural tendencies to a condition of morality (Solomon & Higgins, 2010, p. 292). As such, while morality in itself could not be a social contract, a social contract would make the people moral (Solomon & Higgins, 2010, p. 292).

These ideas and outlines for a social contract all hint at an ideal society. This being the case, what would be an ideal society? In this author’s opinion, an ideal state is one where all people are given equal opportunities and equal rights in regards to the law. Such a state would require a social contract amongst its entire people in order to clearly state the rights and liberties of everyone. However, the limits to the power of such a state need be discussed by its people, and decided upon as a whole. Checks and balances must be put in place in order to discourage corruption of the state. If such corruption is found, the people must have the power to take control away from the state in order to flush out such dishonesty.


Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau all possessed similar but different ideas when it came to a social contract. Hobbes saw humanity as brutal and the social contract as a way to protect ourselves. Locke saw society in terms of property and the social contract as a way to protect that property. Rousseau saw the social contract as a way to move people to a greater moral standard. In the end, however, an ideal society is based upon one’s own upbringing and preconceptions. Even the ideal state this author has put forth is only that which society has brought into being.
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