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The history of Political theory has been the history 

of attempts by Philosophers and thinkers in 

different ages, eras or epochs to find various 

answers to nagging existential issues and problems.

As noted by Billy Dudley, just like the desire of the 

people to overcome their environment and survive 

has led to the invention of simple instruments such 

as knives, hoes, bows and arrows, the same 

continuing desire has given rise to the need for 

human kind to meet the challenges of Group and 

Social life, that is, living together with the 

concomitant problems of maintaining and 

enhancing the security of life and property and the 

maintenance of peace and order. According to 

Sabine, political theory is simply: 

Mans attempt to consciously understand and solve 

the problems of his group life and organization.

How does man do this? Man does this by a 

conscious and systematic effort to reflect, analyze 

and engender solutions to problematic existential 

issues that threatens or challenges his existence 

and the lives of the members of his group.

Political theory therefore, arises in times of political 

crisis, when all is not well within the body politic. 



Perhaps, this assertion may have been 

validated by the fact that Plato and Aristotle 

wrote at a time when their polis, the Greek 

City polis, institutionally were in the brink of 

collapse. The polis was bedeviled by 

persistent instability, the government was 

grossly ineffective, the legal system was 

faulty, corruption was rife and worst of all was 

the defeat of Athens by the Spartans, and the 

killing of Socrates. The theories propounded 

by Plato and Aristotle were essentially 

designed to salvage the city states and to 

prevent the decay which was festering. Other 

political theorists we care to think of, Hobbes, 

Locke Machiavelli etc all follow the same 

pattern and paradigm of being sensitized 

and incentivised to the prevail ing 

circumstances of their times. Hobbes 

Leviathan was a response to the English 

Society of the war period, especially between 

the monarchist and the parliamentarians and 

between the monarchists and the religions 

purists. Hobbes was on the side of the 

monarchist and he reflected this inclination 

in his political theory and infact advocated 

for a monarchist government of absolute 
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and unquestionable authority.   

It is important to note that the challenges that 

confront a particular epoch in history may not 

be the same with the challenges which another 

epoch has. 

Political theory has been described differently 

by different scholars. To some, political theory 

is synonymous with political philosophy. To 

some others, political theory is inseparable 

from political thought. Granted that they have 

marginal differences, they all engage in critical 

reflections about power in its public and 

private form and engage also in the explication 

of concepts such as law, freedom, rights, 

liberty, justice, sovereignty, power, legitimacy, 

political obligation etc and also try to ascertain 

the nature of the state and the relationship of 

the individual to the state. 

The political theorist we discussed in this work 

are representative of the different historical 

epochs in the western political thought-Acient, 

Medieval, Renaissance, Contemporary and 

Industrial epochs. The thoughts and ideas they 

canvassed reflected the spirit of their own time.  

Fortunately many of the ideas and thoughts of 

these great thinkers are still useful and relevant 
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to us, in our efforts to tackle the problems in our 

contemporary society. In Nigeria, today for 

instance, we are faced with the problems of good 

governance lawlessness, insecurity, poverty, weak 

electoral system, weak ethical practice, corruption, 

etc. A distillation and application of some ideas and 

thoughts of these theorists could be helpful in 

salvaging Nigeria from these problems and in 

moderating and sanitizing our politics and 

politicking. Political theory or political thought 

could be perennial, timeless and tribeless in 

character. In other words, the political theories of 

the political theorists we discussed in this work are 

still enjoying universal appeal.     
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                    FOREWORD

n the vast tapestry of human history, the 

evolution of political thought has played a Ipivotal role in shaping the course of civilizations, 

empires and societies. From the ancient realms of 

Greece to the modern landscapes of the Industrial 

Revolution, the ideas of philosophers and political 

thinkers have influenced the governance, laws and 

societal structures that define our world today. Dr 

Sam I. Ugwuozor and Rev. Sr. Dr. Lucy Chinwe Umeh 

delved into the rich and complex history of political 

thought, exploring the legacy of renowned 

philosophers and systems that have left an indelible 

mark on the fabric of society. From the transcendent 

ideals of Plato and the empirical rigor of Aristotle to 

the ethical principles of Stoicism and the pursuit of 

pleasure in Epicureanism, each chapter unravels the 

intellectual tapestries woven by these seminal 

thinkers from antiquity. With the level of mastery 

demonstrated in the work, Drs. Ugwuozor and 

Umeh have indeed stamped their feet on the 

historical firmament of political thought.

As the narrative unfolds, readers are led through the 

corridors of medieval Europe, where the 

scholasticism of Aquinas bridged the realms of faith 
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and reason, laying the groundwork for the 

development of modern political theory.  The 

tumultuous period of the Renaissance and 

Reformation introduced a new wave of thought, 

embodied by figures such as Machiavelli, whose 

pragmatic approach to power and governance 

challenged traditional norms and revolutionized 

political discourse. The Enlightenment era ushered 

in a wave of intellectual ferment, as thinkers like 

Locke, Rousseau and Hobbes grappled with 

conceptions of natural rights, social contracts, and 

the foundations of political authority. Their ideas 

laid the groundwork for the democratic revolutions 

that would sweep across Europe and the Americas, 

reshaping the course of history and redefining the 

relationship between individuals and their 

governments.

Finally, the book culminates in an exploration of the 

profound impact of Karl Marx, whose revolutionary 

theories of the class struggle, economic 

determinism, and the eventual triumph of 

communism continue to resonate in the modern 

world. By examining the historical contexts, 

philosophical underpinnings and enduring legacies 

of these thinkers and systems, readers are invited to 
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embark on a journey through centuries of political 

thought, tracing the evolution of ideas that have 

shaped the foundations of modern governance and 

society. Through a careful synthesis of historical 

narrative, philosophical analysis, and critical 

reflection, this book seeks to illuminate the 

interconnected threads that weave together the 

diverse tapestry of political thought. By engaging 

with the primary texts, arguments and world views 

of each philosopher and system as lucidly presented 

by the authors, readers are encouraged to critically 

evaluate the enduring relevance and implications of 

these ideas in contemporary society.
                    

As we navigate the complexities of the modern world, 
grappling with issues of power, authority, justice and 
liberty, the insights of these visionary thinkers serve as 
both a compass and a mirror, reflecting our collective 
aspirations, dilemmas and challenges. By immersing 
ourselves in the intellectual heritage of the past, we gain 
a deeper appreciation for the moral, ethical and political 
questions that continue to shape our shared destiny. In a 
time marked by rapid technological advancements, 
global interconnectedness and evolving geopolitical 
landscapes, the wisdom of the past remains a vital 
resource for navigating the complexities of the present 
and charting a course towards a more just, equitable and 
humane future. As we engage with the ideas of Plato, 
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Aristotle, Stoicism, Epicureanism, Thomas Hobbes, 
Nicollo Machiavelli,  John Locke, Jean Jacques Rousseau 
and Karl Marx, we are invited to participate in an 
ongoing dialogue that transcends the boundaries of 
time and space, connecting us to the timeless quest for 
truth, justice and the common good.

I am of strong affirmation that this well- crafted book of 
Dr Ugwuozor and Rev. Sr. Umeh will inspire readers to 
not only study the history of political thought but also to 
engage with its living legacy, challenging assumptions, 
cultivating critical thinking and fostering a deeper 
understanding of the complexities and nuances of the 
human experience. Through rigorous scholarship, 
thoughtful reflection and a spirit of intellectual curiosity, 
the readers are invited to embark on a journey through 
the annals of political thought, exploring the enduring 
ideas and enduring truths that continue to shape our 
world today. I am confident that this book will serve as a 
guiding light to all in the pursuit of wisdom, justice and 
human flourishing, reminding us of the profound impact 
that ideas can have on the course of history and the 
shaping of our collective future. I, therefore, make haste 
to recommend it without reservations.

Prof. Nicholas U. Asogwa (JP)
Professor of Ethics,
Department of Philosophy,
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 CHAPTER ONE 

    PLATO

PLATO'S BACKGROUND

Plato was born around May – June 428/27 BC in 

Athens.  His original name was Aristocles.  Plato was 

a philosopher and a disciple of Socrates.  His 

philosophy was also influenced by the thoughts of 

Heraclitus, Pythagoras and Parmenides.  Plato's 

identification of virtue with knowledge is for 

instance an idea he got from Socrates.  He is said to 

be the founder of political idealism.This is 

embedded in his belief that there is the world of 

ideas and the matter is also a world of sense.  

                                                   

PLATO'S WORKS:  His works include Crito, Apology, 

Charmides, Phaedo, Protagoras, Symposium, Meno, 

the Statesman, the laws, the Republic; etc.  Plato's 

writings were in dialogues.  Embedded in this style 

are conversation, debates, discussions and 

criticisms involving two or more persons in an issue.  

It was dialectical.

The Republic is the greatest and the most prominent 

of all Plato's works, “a treatise that embodies all 

forms of human knowledge or endeavours, politics, 

or ethics or economics or psychology, art and 
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education and philosophy” (Subrata: 2007).  Most 

importantly, the Republic is dedicated to the notion 

of justice and holds that justice must be present in 

the state .

PLATO'S PUBLIC LIFE:  Plato chose rather to be a 

political philosopher than a politician and a number 

of events led him to that decision; the incompetence 

of politicians in the way they handle the affairs of the 

state, the killing of his master and mentor, Socrates, 

the political instability of the Great City States and 

the enthronement of tyrannical rule and the defeat 

of Athens by the Spartans.  (Subrata:2007) most 

succinctly, explained the reasons why Plato wrote 

the Republic:  He said:

The Republic was an indictment of 
the Athenian way of life and its 
vibrant participatory democratic 
institutions. Plato dismissed the 
Athenians practice of happy 
versatility, whereby every Greek 
male adult could participate in 
the political process and offer a 
political opinion, as amateurish.  
He attacked democracy for 
a n o t h e r  r e a s o n  –  t h e  
incompetence and ignorance of 
politicians, for that gave rise to 
factionalism, extreme violence 
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So the Republic would not just enable us to have a 

deep insight into the life in the Greek city states, it is 

also aimed at reforming the existing states so as to 

in Plato's mind create a picture of what an ideal state 

should be.

THE THEORIES IN PLATO'S REPUBLIC
1. THE THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE

Plato borrowed his theory of knowledge from 

Socrates.  He believed, like Socrates that 

knowledge is virtue.  There is for Plato, the world of 

ideas and the world of matter.  The world of the 

ideas, is the intelligible world and the real world.  

The world of the matter is the world of the senses; a 

world we can feel, see and touch but is illusive and 

not real and is just a mere copy of the real world of 

ideas which is perfect, eternal, fixed and immutable.  

Plato's notion of knowledge and knowledge that 

becomes viture is the transcendental ideas of the 

real world and knowledge from the world of matter 

and partisan politics, which were 
the causes of political instability, 
moreover democracy did not 
tolerate highly gifted persons a 
view that was reinforced by the 
execution of Socrates.
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that cannot be trusted, or depended on because of 

their shallowness and superficiality. 

 

(Maxey in Mukhi:2010) Succinctly explained Plato's 

notion of knowledge in these words:

True knowledge for Plato would mean the absence 

or eradication of vice which is a product of 

ignorance.  Ignorance, therefore, breeds vice and 

bad behaviour in the society.  His firm belief that 

virtue is knowledge led to his founding of an 

Academy to inculcate the spirit of true knowledge 

as the foundation for a political state craft 

(Sabine:1939).

Women were also admitted in the Academy 

contrary to the Greek tradition that relegated 

women to the background.  Subjects like 

mathematics, advanced Geometry, astronomy, 

He cared for nothing but facts and 
sound reasoning based on facts.  
Men, he thought must be guided 
exclusively by knowledge; true 
knowledge; which penetrates 
beneath the surface of things, 
disregards the motives and 
interest of passing periods and 
personalities and arrives at truth 
that is universal and external.

4 

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought             Plato



music, law and philosophy were taught in the 

Academy which was a training ground for future 

philosophic rules (Subrata: 2007).

THE THEORY OF PHILOSOPHER – KING

A philosopher to Plato is a man of knowledge who 

must after years of long and rigorous training 

acquired the nuances, skills, competencies and 

qualification to provide good governance.

Governance for Plato was for the general well being 

of the people which can only be guaranteed by 

good leadership which a philosopher would 

provide.  In Plato's words:

Philosophic rule for Plato therefore, entails: 

I) Leadership provided by a philosopher

ii) Leadership that would administer justice, 

fairness and equity.

Until philosophers became kings 

in this world, or till that we now 

call Kings and rulers really and 

truly become philosophers and 

political power and philosophy 

thus came into the same hands … 

there is no other road to real 

happiness either for society or the 

individual.
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iii) Leadership that exhibits good character, calm 

disposition and sound mind.

iv) Leadership that does not seek power for self 

aggrandizement.

v) Leadership that is devoid of mediocrity, 

nepotism and favouritism.

vi) Leadership that seeks  the general well being 

of the people.

vii) Leadership that loves truth, honesty and 

forthrightness.

viii) Leadership that is disciplined and 

courageous.

ix) Leadership that lives above petty physical 

and material pleasures.

x) Leadership that is public-spirited and shuns 

emotional ties, uninfluenced by economic 

considerations.

xi) Leadership that will eschew tyranny.

THE THEORY OF JUSTICE

Plato's problem with Athenian democracy was the 

citizen's meddlesomeness and individualism whose 

by products were corruption, incompetence of 

politicians and political instabil ity. This 

degenerating problems exists Plato believes, 

because of lack of justice and it is only justice that 

can cure the ills.  The solution for Plato lies on the 
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construction of an ideal society in which justice 

reigns supreme. He disagrees with the conventional 

conceptions of justice as given by Cephalous, 

Polymarchus and Thrasymachus.  For Cephalous, 

justice is telling the truth, being honest in word and 

deed and paying one; debts (Subrata:2007).

For Polymarchus, justice meant “giving each man 

his due” “or doing the right thing”; which can also 

mean doing good to friends and harm to enemies 

(Subrata: 2007).  For Thrasymachus, justice or right 

is in the interest of the stronger.  This means that the 

strong makes the rule and the subject simply obeys.

In arriving at his own concept of justice he noted the 

evil effect of justice.  He noted that injustice 

wherever i t  is  found produces hatred;

And Injustice whenever it occurs in a state or family, 

or army or anything else, Plato continues, it 

p r o d u c e s  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  r e s u l t s :

It causes men to hate each other and 

quarrel and be incapable of any joint 

undertaking whether they are 

freemen or slaves (351e)

It renders it incapable of any common 
action because of factions and 
quarrels and set it at variance with 
itself and with its opponents and with 
whatever is just (352a)
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So for Plato, Justice is based on the idea of social 
and collective good and harmony.  (Green JE in 
MUkhl:2010) captured platonic concept of justice in 
these words

Similarly (D.R Bhandari and J.N.V University) 
reflected the bonding and harmonious notion of 
platonic justice in the following words:

Plato regarded justice as the 
harmony between men and men, 
the orderly organization of 
relationship.  If all the inhabitants 
of this ideal state could be imbued 
with this sense of justice and fair 
play, universal happiness could be 
achieved

Justice is for Plato, at once a part 

of human virture and the bond 

which joins man together in 

society.  It is the identical quality 

that makes good and social.  

Justice is an order and duty of the 

parts of the soul… Justice is not 

mere strength, but it is a 

harmonious strength.  Justice is 

not the right of the stronger but 

the effective harmony of the 

whole.  All moral conceptions 

revolve around the good of the 

whole individual as well as social.
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Plato's concept of justice does not refer to the notion 
of legality and has nothing to do with the rights of 
the people.  Justice is the fulfillment of moral 
obligations and not jural duties.  Justice and 
injustice dwells in the individual and also dwells in 
the society or state.  In otherwords, an individual can 
do justice or injustice to himself and a society or 
state can also inflict justice or injustice on itself.  How 
does this happen?

I) JUSTICE IN THE INDIVIDUAL    

According to Plato, every human being has a soul 

and every soul has three elements or qualities.  The 

three elements are (a) Reason (b) Spirit (c) Appetite.  

Each of these elements have corresponding virtures.  

Wisdom or prudence is the virture of reason, 

courage is the virture of the spirit and temperance is 

the virture of Appetite.  Justice is the fourth virture in 

the souls of all humans that can be allowed or 

disallowed to operate.  One of these virtures, Plato 

stated, must be predominant in every individual and 

the predominant virture should define the person 

and determine whatever duty he has to perform for 

himself and for the society.  Justice  in the 

individual’s, therefore, means the harmonization of 

the three virtures in an individuals soul in which the 

predominant virture is allowed to operate and 

determine the individuals duty, function or 
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specialization.  An individual whose predominant 

virture is reason/wisdom would belong to the ruling 

class, those whose predominant virture is the 

spirit/courage would be soldiers and those whose 

predominant virture is appetite/temperance would 

constitute mainly the artisans and producers.  By 

these virtures every individual in accordance with his 

natural aptitude, abilities and skill was assigned a 

duty, a place, a responsibility.  In that case every 

individual carry on the activity which is best for him.  

That is the fulfillment of justice in the individual and 

guarantees him peaceful and harmonious living.

ii) JUSTICE IN THE SOCIETY/STATE

Plato divided the society into three social classes 

thus:

a) The Guardians:  The Guardians is subdivided into 

Guardians proper or rulers or philosopher kings.  

What qualifies them to rule are their intelligence, 

rationality and wisdom.  They are individuals whom 

their rational faculty was predominant and the 

virture of their soul is wisdom.  They are lovers of 

learning and have power to comprehend the idea of 

the good (Subrata:2017 )

iii) THE AUXILIARY/THE SOLDIERS/WARRIORS:  

These are also the Guardians.  Their duty is to guard, 
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defend and protect the state.  The prominent quality 

of their soul is the spirit and the virture of their soul is 

courage.  Courage requires “ “high spirit” and high 

spirit give their possessor a character quite fearless 

and indomitable in the face of all dangers (375b).  

They discharge military, police and executive duties 

under the orders of the Rulers (Penguin 

Classics:2004).

iv) THE PRODUCERS: In this category, they are 

farmers, artisans, painters, cooks, nurses etc.  The 

soul of these producers, Plato said, is appetitive and 

they have the virture of temperance.  They would be 

willing to subordinate themselves to the Guardians.

In summary, the first principle in platonic justice is 

functional specialization.  Every individual has been 

assigned a place according to his natural aptitude 

abilities and capabilities as dictated by the virture of 

their soul.  In the words of Plato:

No two of us are born alike.  We 
have different aptitudes, which fit 
us for different jobs.  quantity or 
quality are therefore more easily 
produced when a man specializes 
appropriately on a single job for 
which he is naturally fitted, and 
neglect of all others 
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An individual, therefore in accordance with the 
virture of his soul perform the task to which he is 
naturally fitted and in doing so he has done justice 
to himself.

According to (Klosko:1986) “The Chief benefit of 

justice is that it allows this condition of 

psychological harmony to come into existence and 

to be maintained in his soul”.

To have justice at the state or societal level, 
according to Plato, the three classes, the rulers, the 
warriors and the producers must perform their 
functions of governing, defence and production 
differently and harmoniously without interfering in 
the functions of the other.  For instance, Plato said 
this about the warrior/military class:

A man does not pick the tools of 
any other trade and become a 
craftsman… as the tool is useful 
only to the man who know how to 
use it and has had enough practice 
in the use of it (374a)

Continuing Plato said: 
…the business of our defence force, 

just because it is the most 

important of all requires a 

correspondingly complete freedom 

f r o m  o t h e r  a f f a i r s  a n d  

correspondingly high skill and 
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For Plato, when no group meddles or interferes in 

the affairs of the other and concentrate on their 

duties according to the vitures of their souls, there 

will be harmony between them which is a 

requirement for unity and welfare of all the 

members of the state.  In this case justice becomes 

a bond which holds the society together.

THEORY OF EDUCATION

practice.  It will need also a natural 

aptitude.  And so we should make 

it our business, if we can, to choose 

men with suitable natural 

aptitudes for the defence of our 

state (374d)

The ideal state ruled by the 

philosopher was made possible 

through an elaborate and 

rigorous scheme of education.  

Plato looked to education as an 

instrument of moral reform, for it 

would mould and transform 

human sou l s .   Educat ion  

For Plato, knowledge is virture and therefore, 

education is of paramount importance.

(Subrata:2007)  was very apt in his analysis of 

platonic theory of education.

According to him:
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i) It is a state controlled educational system.  

The state is in fact a moral and educational 

institution.

ii) Education is compulsory for both men and 

women and people are trained to fit into a 

particular class – ruling class, warrior class or 

producing class.

iii) Education is a lifelong process.  The 

philosopher king is to be rigorously 

educated throughout his life to prepare to 

run the government well.

iv) His principle of justice can only be realized 

inculcated the right value of 

selfless duty toward all and was 

therefore positive.  It helped in the 

performance of one’s functions in 

s o c i e t y  a n d  i n  a t t a i n i n g  

fulfillment.  Thus education was 

the key to the realization of the 

new social order.

It is on record that Plato was the first ancient 

political philosopher to establish an Academy that 

may be called a university and which admitted both 

men and women, contrary to the Greeks practice of 

not putting women at par with men.

Platonic Education has the following features:
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through education.

v) Literary and artistic censorship has a place in 

platonic education to shield the youths 

against bad and corrupting influences.

STAGES OF PLATONIC EDUCATION

Plato's curriculum of education is divided into two 

parts; Elementary Education and Higher Education.

ELEMENTARY EDUCATION

Elementary education scheme is subdivided into 

three stages.  The first stage begins from the birth of 

the child to the age of six years.  The second stage 

begins from six years to the eighteen year at which 

the child would be taught music and gymnastics; 

music for the development of the soul and 

gymnastics for the growth of the body.  “Gymnastics 

as a training of the body for the sake of the mind.  It is 

meant to elicit the qualities of endurance and 

courage, it is meant to give the element of spirit as its 

due temper”.  In the third stage between eighteen 

and twenty years the children would receive 

compulsory military training for purposes of 

national defence.

HIGHER EDUCATION

Higher education begins at the age of twenty.  
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Courses taught at this stage include arithmetic, 

astronomy, plane and solid geometry.

At the age of thirty those selected will be further 

trained in dialectics, metaphysics, logic and 

philosophy.  Another scheme of training lasts for five 

years making it 35 (thirty-five) years of training.  The 

training however continues for fifteen years till the 

trainee attains the age of fifty years. At this point, the 

philosopher King is produced. The educational 

pursuit of other trainees ends at this stage but that 

of the Philosopher kings continues and last for life.

THEORY OF COMMUNISM OF WIVES AND 

PROPERTY
The communism of wives and property is a very 
important aspect of Plato's political thought.  Plato 
abolished for the sake of common good private 
marriage among the guardians and also abolished 
private property.  The Guardian would be expected 
to live together with common wives and common 
property.  Plato “was perturbed by the negative 
emotions of hatred, selfishness, avarice and envy 
that the family life encouraged (Subrata:2007 ).  The 
abolition of monogamous marriage and private 
family among the Guardian class was a way of 
emanc ipat ing women f rom oppress ion ,  
subjugation, subordination and a demonstration 
that men and women should be treated equally as 
they were identical. Plato also divested the 
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Guardians of economic power and ownership of 
private property. Plato himself in his words said:

But should they ever acquire 
homes or lands or money of their 
o w n ,  t h e y  w i l l  b e c o m e  
housekeepers and husband men 
instead of guardians, enemies and 
tyrants instead of allies of other 
citizens, hating and being hated, 
plotted against, they will pass on 
their life in much greater terror of 
internal rather than external 
enemies and the hour of ruin both 
to themselves and to the rest of the 
n a t i o n  w i l l  b e  a t  h a n d  
(Mukhi:2010)

In Plato's philosophic rule and through his theory of 

communism, the philosopher king is vested with 

political power but has been divested of economic 

power.  He has no wife of his own and neither has he 

any child of his own.  Any child begotten at the 

commune belongs to the commune devoid of any 

filial affection.   For Plato, wealth has pernicious 

effect on government and evil and this evil can only 

be abolished from the lives of rulers by abolishing 

wealth itself especially by debarring them from 

possessing private property. Plato perhaps tried to 
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cure the greed of rulers by “denying them the right 

to call anything their own”

CRITICISM AGAINST PLATO'S PHILOSOPHIC 

RULE  

1. Plato's philosophic rule is not democratic.  

The people are in no way involved in the 

selection or election of their leaders.

2. The philosopher king exercises absolute 

powers over his subjects.  His powers are in 

no way checked or controlled by his subjects.  

Absolute powers corrupt absolutely.

3. Plato's ideal republic did not provide for the 

operation of law. The philosopher king 

because of his possession of reason is also 

the law.

4. Plato's communism of wives is unnatural and 

would lead to the destruction of the natural 

institution of marriage.

5. The children born in the commune are 

denied the natural emotional care and 

parental attention which ordinary children 

should have from parents. 

6. Plato's concept of justice is not legal; rather it 

is moral and a division of labour.
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CHAPTER TWO 

   ARISTOTLE

Aristotle was born in Stagira in 384BC.  His father, 

Nichomacus was a physician to the king of 

Machedon.  Aristotle joined Plato's Academy at the 

age of 17 and was a student of Plato for twenty 

years.  In 335 BC, He established a school known as 

the Lyceum where his thoughts, ideas and 

philosophies were taught.  Aristotle wrote so many 

books in fields like politics, psychology, ethics, 

history, law, mathematics, metaphysics, logic, 

constitutional history, and epistemology.  He was 

undoubtedly an encyclopedia.  He is today 

regarded as the father of political science.  This is 

because he adopted the scientific and analytic 

method in his study of politics.  He also employed 

historical, comparative, inductive and observational 

method.  As against deductive method of Plato, 

Aristotle employed inductive method which 

proceeds from particular to general.  Aristotle was a 

realist and practically oriented.  He stressed on 

what is and not what ought to be.  In his 

comparative approach to the study of politics he 

studied, compared and contrasted about 150 

different constitutions before he arrived at different 

categorization of states.  He focused on “what is” 

rather than “what ought to be.”
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THEORY OF STATE

The State is the highest form of political union.  It is 

an organization and superior to all other 

organizations consisting with it.  It is supreme and 

the highest of all associations.

The state developed from the coming together of 

different families.  The state is a community of 

families and an aggregation of families in well being, 

for the sake of a perfect and self sufficing life.

The state is a natural institution, promotes good life 

and creates essential conditions for mental, moral 

and physical development of the people.

The State is an organism and made up of parts as 

human organisms. Whatever affects the parts 

affects the whole.  This means that whatever is the 

interest of the state is the interest of the individuals 

that make up the state.  This organic character of the 

state means that the state constantly grows and 

develops.

The state is a school and a moral institution.  The 

state should not only aim at giving perfect and self 

sufficient life to its members.  It should also provide 

essential conditions for his intellectual, moral and 
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physical life.

The state was prior to the individual's; the whole is 

prior to the part.  Individuals before they joined the 

state according to Aristotle were not human beings 

and only become human being after the states 

humanized them.

Man is a political animal and created to live in a state 

and has no existence of its own.  Whosoever is 

unable to live in state or who has no need because 

he is sufficient for himself is either a beast or god.

THEORY OF JUSTICE

Law for Aristotle is the instrument of politics.  It 

provides the framework and the social atmosphere 

which enables man to develop his nature (Neman, 

202:26).  Justice is the bedrock of the state and any 

state that is not founded on the right scheme of 

justice will not endure.  According to him “when 

perfected man is the best of animals, but when 

separated from law and justice, he is the worst of all”.  

Justice is not only a virture for him, it promotes 

common interest and saves the state from 

destruction and makes it healthy.
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ARISTOTLE HAS TWO MAJOR VERSIONS OF 

JUSTICE

- Universal or complete justice and particular 

justice.  Universal justice is concerned with 

moral virtue and the guidelines of public and 

social relations.

Aristotle subdivided particular justice into two 

group; Distributive justice and corrective or 

remedial justice.

I) Distributive Justice.  He believes that offices, 

wealth, rewards and dues should be 

distributive among different classes and 

individuals in the state according to their 

contributions in the order of merit.  

Distributive justice is proportionate equality 

and presupposes that any benefit or reward 

that occurs to a person would be in 

proportion to his contribution.  Equals must 

be treated equally and unequal's treated 

unequally.  It is therefore injustice to treat 

equals unequally and unequals equally.

ii) Corrective or Remedial justice.  In this brand 

of justice merit or contribution, may not be 

the consideration and is obtained in the 

courts.  Courts dispense this brand of justice 
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in criminal and civil matters where it could 

restore back to every person whatever he may 

have lost due to social injustice or as a victim 

of crime.

THEORY OF EDUCATION

For Aristotle, all human beings by nature want to 

know.  The aim of education should be towards the 

development of moral character (Carr & Harrison: 

2015).  Education should therefore go beyond 

learning in academic and skills and encompass a 

greater understanding of moral and social values 

and the cultivation of a personal moral character.

iii) A state should have an elaborate and 

developed system of education which should 

be in keeping with the spirit of the 

constitution.  For him education is very 

important for good government and for the 

constitution to survive as laws can only 

function well if young people are trained by 

habit and education in the spirit of the 

constitution.

iv)A happy man for Aristotle is neither a noble or 

savage but instead he is an educated man 

(Lobkowkz, 1970)” The happy man, the good 
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man is the virtuous man, but virture is 

acquired precisely through education 

(Hummel: 1999:P2).

v) Knowledge. he said begins with the study of 

particular things as knowledge begins with 

experience.  The development of a habit is tied 

into a well rounded education, where student 

learn by engaging in an activity or task 

repeatedly.

vi) In Nichomachean Ethics Aristotle argues that 

“The man who is to be good must be well 

trained and habituated. 

vii) Aristotle holds the view that it was the 

responsibility of the state to provide education 

and therefore he is a strong advocate for 

public education (Carr & Harrison, 2015) and 

that schooling should be provided by the state 

and “one and the same for all” (Randall 2010)

viii) Aristotle believed in a system of continuing 

education and in supporting learning 

throughout the life span.

ix) Aristotle believes that teachers should employ 
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a pedagogy which is infused with a clear 

philosophy of life and a concern for what is 

ethical and virtuous and model this for 

children and young people in their 

classrooms (Lakkory and Huttunene; 2007).

x) In other words, children should not be 

exposed to undue influences including 

indecent speeches or corrupt words.

xi) Aristotle's theory of education remains 

significant for contemporary education 

today as it provides a theoretical 

underpinning to inquiry based learning, 

inductive learning and the need for moral 

education to be at the heart of teaching.

THEORY OF GOVERNMENT

Aristotle distinguished between government and 

the state.  For him government was merely the 

means for achieving the ends of the state while the 

state is made up of everybody.  Government is 

made up of a few persons in political life.  According 

to him, government could be constituted on the 

basis of:

(I) Birth

(ii) Wealth and
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(iii) Number

On the basis of Birth:  This is hereditary monarchy; a 

rule by one man who becomes a ruler through 

heredity.

The King, according to Aristotle, has the advantage 

of acting quickly and decisively in emergencies, but 

he is still human and subject to emotions.  He 

should, therefore, possess absolute powers and 

must be limited by law.  He should be a law 

guardian or minister of the law”.  Aristotle identified 

Tyranny as the corrupt version of kingship and this 

happens when a king uses his power to benefit only 

himself and not for the common interest of all.  

Tyrants use force to oppress all others and are 

interested only in their own personal gain.

Aristocracy is another form of government 

identified by Aristotle.  Aristocracy is a type of rule 

by a small group of men who were chosen because 

they were the best.  They are also men of wealth and 

leisure who have developed their minds so that they 

have superior intellects.  Their rule is designed for 

the benefit of all.  The corrupt version of Aristocracy 

rule according to Aristotle is oligarchy and this 

occurs when an aristocracy rules for the benefit of 

the rich only.
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Democracy is the third version of Aristotle's type of 

government.  In democracy every free-born man 

has the right and duty to help rule the city, including 

the rich and poor, educated and ignorant, 

intelligent and dullards could attend the Assembly 

meetings, vote and be voted for.  Mixed 

constitution is the mixing of the constitutions of 

oligarchy and democracy.  Aristotle believed that 

this mixed constitution he called a polity would 

serve the interest of all citizens.

Polity is a form of mixed government in which 

Oligarchical rule (the rule of the rich in the interest 

of the rich) principles, practices and institutions 

were intermixed with democratic ones.  It would 

mean for instance that some offices would be filled 

by the wealthy on the basis of oligarchic principle, 

where others would be filled by lots, a democratic 

principle, where others would be filled by lot, a 

democratic principle.  The result would be a balance 

in which both the rich and the poor had their say 

and their powers reflected in the government policy 

and it would produce a compromise between the 

rich and the poor.

It has to be noted that the words constitution and 

government have the same meaning for Aristotle.  
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Specifically, however, a constitution is the 

organization of offices of a state and determines 

what is to be governing body and what the end of 

each community is.  The character of a state was 

determined by its constitution.

THEORY OF CITIZENSHIP

A citizen for Aristotle is one who has the right to 

participate in deliberative or judicial office.  He has 

the right to attend the assembly, the council and 

other bodies or to sit on juries.   In other words, a 

person who holds office as judge and who enjoys 

membership of the popular assembly is a citizen.  

This priviledge is what distinguished citizen from 

other inhabitants such as resident aliens, slaves, 

women and children.  For Aristotle, slaves, women 

and children should be ruled for their own sake.  

They should be ruled and supervised.  Sons of 

citizens are citizens.

THEORY OF REVOLUTION

Aristotle studied nearly 158 constitutions and that 

helped him to understand the implications of 

revolutions on a political system (Puju Mondal: 

yourarticlelibrary.com).  He, however, gave a broad 

meaning to the term “revolution” which meant two 

things to him.  For him, it implies any major or minor 
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change in the constitution such as a change in 

monarchy or oligarchy and so on.  Secondly, it 

implies a change in the ruling power even though it 

did not lead to a change in the government or the 

c o n s t i t u t i o n .  ( A r i s t o t l e ' s  t h e o r y  

…yourarticlelibrary.com).

In Book V of his work Politics, some of the causes of 

revolution in a state are stated as follows:

I) Inequality is a cause of revolution, especially 

an inequality in which there is no proportion – 

for instance a perpetual monarchy among 

equals.  The desire of equality gives rise to 

rebellion.

ii) Democracy appears to be safer and less liable 

to revolution than oligarchy.  In oligarchy, 

there is double danger of the oligarch's falling 

out among themselves and also with the 
apeople (1302  (10).

iii) The conspiracy of magistrates against one 

another and against the constitution from 

which they derive their power, making their 

gains at the expense of individuals or the 
b

public (1302  (10).

iv) Superiority is a cause of revolution when one 

or more persons have a power which is too 
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much for the state and the power of 

government; this is a condition of affairs out 

of which there arises a monarchy, or a family 
coligarchy (1302  (10)

v) Fear is a cause of revolution.  When men have 

committed wrong and are afraid of 

punishment, or they are expecting to suffer 

wrong and are desirous of anticipating their 
b

enemy (1302  (15).

vi) Forms of government can change sometimes 

without revolution owing to election contest 
a(1303 )

vii) Another cause of revolution is difference of 

races which do not at once acquire a common 

spirit; for a state is not the growth of a day, any 

more than it grows out of a multitude 
a

brought together by accident (1303  (25).

viii) When the situation of cities, when the 

country is not naturally adopted to preserve 

the unity of the state; that is when the 

different groups are not agreeing among 
b themselves (1303 ).

ix) When notables quarrel the whole city is 

involved.  The occasion (in Hestiaea after the 

Persian war) was one two brothers refused to 

give account of their fathers property and the 

treasure which he had found; so the poorer of 
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the two quarreled with him and enlisted in his 

cause, the popular party, the other who was 
bvery rich, the wealthy, classes (1303  (35).

x) Revolutions breakout also when opposite 

parties eg the rich and the people are equally 

balanced and there is little or no middle class 
b

(1304  (10).

xi) Oligarchy again are overthrown when 

another oligarchy is created within the 

original one, that is to say, when the whole 

governing body is small and yet they do not 

all share in the highest office (1306 (15).

xii) Other causes of revolutions identified by 

(Mukhi:2010) are:

(a) Conquests: Conquests by action of 

another contains seeds of revolution.

(b) No restrictions on immigration:  

Immigrants bring the nation in contact 

with those who have a different system 

of justice and a varying code of law.

Aristotle did not only identify the causes of 

revolution he also identified measures that can be 

taken to prevent it.  (Mukhi:2010) summarised 

Aristotle's general principles for preventing 
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revolutions.

I) Gain the confidence of the people on all 

matters so that they do not feel that 

government and the masses are two separate 

entities working at cross purposes … 

particularly with regard to national income 

and expenditure… the people should be 

ensured that the money collected is being 

used for their welfare.

ii) The people should be educated in the spirit 

of the constitution so that they develop their 

ideas in keeping with the constitution of the 

state.  In Aristotle's words, “The greatest 

however of all the means we have mentioned 

for ensuring the stability of constitutions but 

one which is nowadays generally neglected is 

the education of citizens in the spirit of their 

constitution” Maxey cited by (Mukhi: p.196) 

adumbrated Aristotle's view in these words:

The young, in otherwords, must be 
trained in the spirit of the 
constitution, whatever that 
constitution may be must be 
disciplined to social habits with 
maintenance of that constitution; 
must learn to think and act as 
integral parts of a particular form 
of political society
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iii) The spirit of patriotism must be kept alive 

among the subjects.  The people must be 

kept on their guards.

iv) Proper care of all the sections, the state and 

due considerations paid to the different 

classes in their treatment so that they do not 

grudge and grumble.  All the classes should 

be kept satisfied and contended.

 v) The people should feel that public offices are 

not being bestowed on a particular section of 

the society and that they are co-sharers in the 

State honours.  That is, public offices and 

state honours are not monopolized by few 

privileged to hold high offices.

vi) Vesting absolute power in the hands of only a 

few people is bound to degenerate the whole 

society and result in tyranny that could cause 

a revolution.

CRITICISMS AGAINST ARISTOTLE'S THEORY

I) His state is totalitarian, authoritarian and 

paternalistic as it assumes the full 

responsibility of the all round development 

of the individual. The individual is 

subordinate to the state.

ii) His concept of the organic theory of state is 

also a powerful hint of totalitarianism. The 
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state embraces all aspects of the individual's 

life.

iii) His theory antagonizes the interest of 

women of the current era and supports the 

institution of slavery.  He has therefore been 

criticized for its lack of inclusivity. 
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CHAPTER THREE

      STOICISM

Stoicism is an ancient Greek philosophy developed 

by Zeno of citium around 300Bc.  It took its name 

from the place where its founder Zeno of citium 

lectured; the stoa poikile.  The Stoic school is a post 

Aristotle school and rose in the Hellenistic age.  

Stoicism developed out of the theory of cynicism.  

The cynics believed that a simple life was ideal and 

that unnecessary possession or attachment was to 

be avoided.

Some of the tenets of the Stoic school are as follows:

I) Its ethical purpose was to produce self 

sufficiency and individual well being.

ii) It sought to teach self-sufficiency by a 

rigorous training of the will; its virtures were 

resolution, fortitude, devotion to duty and 

indifference to the solicitations of pressure 

(Sabine:1961).  In otherwords, freedom from 

passion, indifference and passive reactions to 

external events.

iii) It has a strong belief in the overruling power 

of divine providence and believes in the 

oneness and perfection of nature or a true 

moral order.  Living according to nature 

meant for the Stoic resignation to the will of 
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God and corporation with all forces of good 

and sense of dependence upon a power 

above man that makes for righteousness.

iv) The improvement of the individual's ethical 

and moral well-being by having a will which is 

in agreement with nature and by practicing 

the four cardinal virture; wisdom, courage, 

justice and temperance.

v) To live according to reason and virture is to 

live in harmony with the divine order of the 

universe and reigniting the essential valve of 

all people.  It therefore promoted 

egalitarianism as it encouraged the 

acceptance of even slaves as equals on the 

ground that all are the sons of God.

vi) It believes that the entire world is one issuing 

from one principle and that a divine reality 

pervades the whole universe.  In otherwords, 

there is a world state and both men and gods 

are citizens of it and it has a constitution 

which is right reason, teaching men what 

must be done and what must be avoided.

vii) Right reason is the law of nature, the standard 

everywhere of what is just and right, 

unchangeable in its principles, binding on all 

men whether ruler or subjects, the law of 

God.
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viii) Evil, wickedness and unhappiness are the 

result of ignorance and not being aware of 

the existence of their only universal reason.  

The famous Stoic Maxim is “Live according to 

nature both in the sense of the laws of the 

universe and man's own essential nature, 

reason”.

ix) Its moral theory is based on the view that the 

world, as one great city, is a unity and human 

as world citizens have an obligation and 

loyalty to all things in that city.

x) There are for everyman two laws, the law of 

his city and law of the world city; the law of 

custom and the law of reason.  It holds that of 

the two laws of reason, the law of reason must 

have greater authority and must provide a 

norm to which the statutes and customs of 

cities should conform.  This is because 

customs are varied but reason is one, and 

behind variety of customs there ought to be 

some unity of purpose.

xi) Zeno's most influential follower was 

Chrysippus of Stoa (280-207BC).  He was 

largely responsible for the molding of what 

we now call Stoicism.  In his hands the school 

in the last quarter of the third century 

became the greatest and most honoured of 
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the Athenian schools, and Stoicism assumed 

the systematic shape which it retained 

throughout its history (Sabine:1961).

xii) Cicero was a Roman lawyer.  His political 

treatises were the Republic and the laws 

which were written at about the middle of the 

first century.  Cicero was not a Stoic but his 

true importance in the history of political 

thought lies in the fact that he gave to the 

Stoic doctrine of natural law a statement in 

which it was universally known throughout 

Western Europe from his own day down to 

the nineteenth century (Sabine:1961).  He 

said:

There is in fact a true law – namely, 

right reason – which is in 

accordance with nature, applies to 

all men, and is unchangeable and 

eternal.  By its commands this law 

summons men to the performance 

of their duties; by its prohibitions it 

restrains them from doing wrong.  

These commands and prohibitions 

always influence good men, but 

are without effect upon the bad.  

To invalidate this law by human 
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legislation is never morally right, 

nor is it permissible ever to restrict 

its operation, and to annul it 

wholly is impossible.  Neither the 

senate nor the people can absolve 

us from our obligation to obey this 

law and it requires no sextus Aelius 

to expound and interpret it.  It will 

not lay down one rule in Rome and 

another at Athens, nor will it be 

one rule today and another 

tomorrow.  But there will be one 

law, eternal and unchangeable, 

one common master and ruler of 

men, namely – God, who is the 

author of this law, its interpreter, 

and its sponsor.  The man who will 

not obey it will abandon his better 

self, and in denying the true nature 

of a man, will thereby suffer the 

severest of penalties, though he 

has escaped all the consequences 

which men call punishment 

(Republic III, cited in Sabine: 
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States, then are formed solely for 

the sake of obtaining security, 

e s p e c i a l l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  

depredations of other men.  All 

men are essentially selfish and 

seek their own good.  But in this 

way the good of everyone is 

jeopardized by the equally selfish 

a c t i o n  of  a l l  o t h e r  m e n .   

Accordingly men enter into a tacit 

agreement with each other neither 

to inflict nor to suffer harm… Since 

the state of affairs resulting from a 

general practice of injustice is 

intolerable, men adopt as a 

working compromise the plan of 
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respecting the rights of others for 

the sake of obtaining an equal 

forbearance from them.  In this 

way the state and the law came 

into existence as a contract to 

facilitate intercourse between 

men.  If such contracts exist, there 

is no such thing as justice.  Law 

and government exist for the sake 

of mutual security and they are 

effective solely because the 

penalties of the law make injustice 

unprofitable.
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Supposing the world to be 
governed by providence… It is 
clear that the whole community of 
the universe is governed by the 
divine reason.  This rational 
guidance of created things on the 
part of God… We call eternal law.  
(NOW) Since all things which are 
subject to divine providence are 
measured and regulated to the 
eternal law… It is clear that all 
things participate to some degrees 
in the eternal law…
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It is manifest in the indication 

which nature in all beings to seek 

good and avoid evil to preserve 

themselves; and to live as perfectly 

as possible the kind of life suitable 

to their natural endowment… 

Natural law enjoins all that is 

implied to give these human 

inclinations their widest scope.
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According to him, the bad and irreligious 

attitude of Italians is due to the conduct of the 

Church of Rome and her priests as the Church and 

her priest had caused the ruin of Italy by keeping 

the country divided. 

The problems Machiavelli stated is that the 

Church  has not been “powerful enough to be 
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able to master all Italy nor permitted any other 

power to do so.” For this reason, he said, “Italy 

has never been able to unite under one head, but 

has always remained under a number of princes 

and lords”. This according to Machiavelli caused 

so many dissentious among Italians and so 

“much weakness that bshe became pray not 

only to the powerful barbarians, but whoever 

chose to assail her”. 

embarking on writing.
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MACHIAVELLI'S WORKS 

Machiavelli published his first work, The Prince in 

1513 and published his second work, Discourses on 

the Ten Books of Titus Livius, in 1512. Machiavelli 

dedicated The Prince to the Medici family, perhaps 

to ingratiate himself to the government in power. In 

The Prince, he explored the causes of the rise and fall 

of states and discussed extensively the factors that 

bring about political success. The interpretation of 

the work made Machiavelli everything that was 

treacherous, cunning, conspiratorial, deceitful, 

manipulative and unscrupulous. He was made 

synonymous with the devil. 

In the second book, the Discourses, Machiavelli, 

made a commentary on the early history of Rome 

and in his analysis praised the republican form of 

government.

MACHIAVELLI'S MAJOR THEORIES

The Theory of Human Nature 

Machiavelli had a dark and gloomy picture of 

human nature. According to him: 

i) Human beings are generally selfish, wicked, 

egoistic, ungrateful and dishonest.

ii) Human beings are essentially anti-social, 

anarchical, greedy and sensual.
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iii) Human beings have great desire for power, 

glory and material well-being and are 

therefore, aggressive, ambitious, restless 

and acquisitive.

iv) They are grateful to the extent of expecting 

benefits and rewards.

v) They love power and always want to.

vi) The desire for personal safety and the 

security of their possessions prompted 

individuals to establish government with the 

strongest and the most courageous 

becoming lawgivers and leaders.

If human beings are generally bad as Machiavelli 

said, the implication is that a wiser ruler would be 

induced to construct his policies on this 

assumption. In other words, the ruler is expected to 

take measures to check the wicked nature of his 

subjects, even if it involves the use of force or 

absolute force to curb their corrupt nature. 

Machiavelli condemns violence only when it is 

used for the purpose of destroying and not when 

it is employed for beneficent purposes. He holds 

that the result of an act of violence could be 

excused when the result is good, “as in the case 

of Romulus (his murder of his brother). It will 
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always absolve him from blame.” Discourses 1.9 , 

cited in Sabine: 324) 

1.  MACHIAVELLI'S THEORY OF STATE

I) Like Aristotle, the state is the highest 

form of human association and it came 

into being in order to curb the fickle-



67 

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought             Nicollo Machiavelli

mindedness and self ish nature of 

human beings.

ii) The state is an artificial creation to satisfy the 

material interest of the people. It is a product 

of human instinct and was not created by any 

supernatural power.

iii) Machiavelli advocated for a policy of 

secularism in which politics should be 

completely divorced from religion.

iv) A state should have a strong centre with a 

strong, efficient, well disciplined, well 

equipped and loyal citizen army.

v) Machiavelli, like Aristotle and Cicero said that 

a mixed form of government was the ideal 

government. He found monarchy very ideal 

in certain circumstances, especially when 

there are insecurity, disorderliness, 

corruption etc.  In his words:

The only way to establish any 

kind of order there is to found a 

monarchical government; for 

where the body of the people is 

so thoroughly corrupt that the 

laws are powerless for restraint; 

i t  becomes necessar y to 

establish some superior power 
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Machiavelli, however, outside certain 

circumstance, abhors absolute monarchy. He 

believes that even in a monarchy, the prime 

condition of stable government is that it 

should be regulated by law and insisted upon 

the need for legal remedies against official 

abuses in order to prevent illegal violence 

and pointed out the political dangers of 

lawlessness in rulers and the folly of 

vexatious and harassing policies (Sabine: 

325) Despotism can only be recommended 

when a state is founded and in reforming a 

corrupt state.

vii) Machiavelli has very low option of aristocracy 

and the nobility. Orderly government, he 

said, should suppress them as they live idly 

on the proceed of their wealth and are 

“everywhere enemies of all civil government”. 

His ideal government was a republic where 

the people's freedom are not only 

guaranteed but also participate in the 

which, with a royal hand, may 

put a curb upon the excessive 

ambition and corruption of the 

powerful (Discourses 1,55, 

cited in Sabine: 326)
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political process including in the elections of 

the rulers. 

viii) Machiavelli identified government with the 

state or with its personal head.
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xi)

xii)

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought             Nicollo Machiavelli



75 

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought             Nicollo Machiavelli



76 

NICOLLO MACHIAVELLI

May 3, 1469

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought             Nicollo Machiavelli



77 





I put for a general inclination of all 

mankind, a perpetual and restless 

desire for power after power, that 

ceaseth only in death. And the 

centre of this, is not always that a 

man hopes for a more intensive 

delight, than he has already 

attained to, or that he cannot be 

content with a more moderate  

power: but because he cannot 

assure the power and means to live 

well, which he hath present, 

without the acquisition of more 

(Leviathan  Ch. 11) 
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…there is no place for industry, 

because the fruit thereof is 

uncertain: and consequently no 

culture of the earth, no navigation, 

nor use of the commodities that 

may be imported by sea; no 

co m m o d i o u s  b u i l d i n g ;  n o  

instrument of moving such things 

as require much force, no 

knowledge of the face of the earth; 

no account of time, no arts; no 

letters; no society; and which is 

worst of all, continual fear, and 

danger if violent death; and the 

life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, 
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A precept or general rule found 

out by reason, by which a man is 

forbidden to do, that, which is 

destructive of his life, or taketh 

away the means of preserving the 

same; and to omit, that, by which 

he thinketh it may be best 

preserved.  

brutish and short.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

JOHN LOCKE
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…that though in the state of 

nature he hath such a right, yet, 

the enjoyment of it is very 

uncertain and constantly exposed 

to the invasion of others; for all 

being kings as much as he, 

everyman is equal and the greater 

part no strict observers of equity 

and justice, the enjoyment of the 

property he has in this state is very 

unsafe, very insecure. This makes 

him willing to quit this condition 

which however free, is full of fears 

and continual dangers; and it is 

not without reason that he seeks 

out and is willing to join in society 

with others who are already 

united, or have a mind to unite or 

the mutual preservation of their 

lives, liberties and estates, which I 

call by the general name - 

property. (Locke: 2007:53).        

  

93 

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought            John Locke



94 

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought            John Locke



95 

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought            John Locke



96 

From Virtue to Revolution: A History of Political Thought            John Locke



…whoever has the legislative or 

s u p r e m e  p o w e r  o f  a n y  

commonwealth, is bound to govern by 

e s t a b l i s h e d  s t a n d i n g  l a w s ,  

promulgated and known to the 

people, and not by extemporary 

decrees, by indifferent and upright 

j u d g e s ,  w h o  a r e  t o  d e c i d e  

controversies by those laws; and to 

employ the force of the community, at 

home only in the execution of such 

laws, or abroad to prevent or redress 

foreign injuries and secure the 

community from inroads and 

invasion. And all this to be directed to 

no other end but peace, safety, and 

public good of the people (Locke, 

2007:54)  

ESTABLISHMENT OF LEGISLATIVE POWER 

For Locke 2007:55, men left the state of nature and 

entered into a political society for the enjoyment of 

their properties and the maintenance of peace, 

harmony and safety. The instrument for the 

achievement of these objectives according to Locke 

is a legislative body which is the first fundamental 

positive law created by the common wealth as 

supreme power to make laws in the interest of the 
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common good. The legislative as chosen by the 

people is sacred and unalterable and no law made 

by anybody in whatever form which has not the 

sanction of the legislature has the force and the 

obligation of law.

Although the legislature is the supreme power and 

the exercise of its power is limited by the following 

facts according to Locke, 2007: 55-58 

i) It cannot exercise arbitrary power over the 

lives and fortunes of the people. The power 

of the legislative is limited to the public good 

of the society. It is a power meant for the 

preservation of the lives, estates and 

property and the legislative” can never have a 

right to destroy, to enslave or… to impoverish 

the subjects. 

ii) The prescriptions of the natural law is also a 

limit of the powers of the legislative. 

According to Locke, “the law of nature 

stands as an eternal rule to all men, 

legislative as well as others”.  Therefore, 

“the rules that they make for other men's 

actions, must as well as their own and 

other men's actions, be comfortable to the 

law of nature – i.e., to the will of God”. It is 

valid for all men and men, including the 

legislative is subject to it.
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iii) The legislative cannot assume to itself a 

power to rule by extemporary arbitrary 

decrees. It is also bound to dispense justice 

and decide the rights of the subjects by 

promulgated standing laws and known 

authorized judges. Absolute arbitrary power, 

or governing without settled standing laws 

cannot be consistent  with why men quit the 

freedom of the state of nature and tie 

themselves up where they cannot preserve 

their lives, liberties and fortunes and have 

stated rules of right and property to secure 

their peace and quiet.

iv) The power and purpose of government is for 

the good of the society and it ought not to be 

arbitrary and should exercise its powers by 

established and promulgated laws so that 

people may know their duty and be safe and 

secure within the limits of the law, and the 

rulers, too, kept within their due bounds…

v) The supreme power cannot take from any 

man any part of his property without his own 

consent. The preservation of property, Locke 

said, is the end of government and the reason 

why men entered into society. This 

presupposes why men should have property, 

otherwise it will mean that they entered 
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society, to lose their property. Again everyone 

Locke said, who enjoy his share of the 

protection of government should pay out of 

his estate his proportion for the maintenance 

of it, but it must be with his own consent for, 

“if any one shall claim a power to lay and 

levy taxes on the people by his own 

authority, and without the consent of the 

people ,  he  thereby  invades  the  

fundamental law of property, and subverts 

the end of government. For what property 

have I in that which another may by right 

take when he pleases to himself”, Locke 

asked.  

vi) The legislative cannot transfer the power of 

making laws to any other hands. According to 

him the people alone can appoint the form of 

commonwealth, which is by constituting the 

legislative and appointing those who shall be 

there. The legislative must not and cannot 

transfer the power of making laws to anybody 

else, or place it anywhere but where the 

people live. The people are not bound to any 

law enacted by those they have not chosen 

and authorized to make law for them.
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POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY

There is only one supreme power in the 

commonwealth and that is the legislative and all 

persons and groups are subordinated to it, but the 

legislative's power is fiduciary and can only act for 

certain ends. The people still have the supreme 

power to remove or alter the legislative when the 

legislative acts contrary to the trust reposed on 

them. In his own words, Locke, 2007:59 said:
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…all power given with trust for the 

attaining an end being limited by 

that end, whenever that end is 

manifestly neglected or opposed, 

the trust must necessarily be 

forfeited and the power devolves 

into the hands of those who gave it, 

who may place it anew where they 

shall think best for their safety and 

security. And thus the community 

perpetually retains a supreme 

power of saving themselves from 

the attempts and designs of 

anybody, even of their legislators, 

whenever they shall be so foolish or 

so wicked as to lay and carry on 

designs against the liberties and 

properties of the subject .    



ESTABLISHMENT OF EXECUTIVE ORGAN OF 

GOVERNMENT

Locke, 2007:58 gave reasons why the executive 

organ was established. It is earlier noted that one of 

the inconveniences of the state of nature was the 

lack of execution of laws. In political society, laws 

made are expected to be constant and have lasting 

force and be attended to.  Locke found it necessary 

to have “a power always in being which should 

see to the execution of the laws that are made, 

and remain in force and such executive organ 

should be separated from the legislative.

DISCRETION/PREROGATIVE POWERS OF THE 

EXECUTIVE

Although the legislative is the supreme law making 

body, the executive has discretionary powers and 

some latitudes were allowed the executive to fill 

some gaps for the good of the people. Discretionary 

power according to Locke is the “power to act 

according to discretion for the public good, without 

the prescription of the law and sometimes even 

against it, is that which is called prerogative…” Locke 

gave reasons for prescribing this prerogative 

powers for the Executive. It might be proper to state 

those reasons in his own words thus:
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Where the legislative and 
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executive powers  are in the hands, 

as they are in all moderate 

monarchies and well-framed 

governments, there the good of the 

society requires that several things 

should be left to the discretion of 

him that has the executive power. 

For the legislators not being able 

to foresee and provide the laws for 

all that may be useful to the 

community, the executors of the 

laws, having the power in his 

hands has by the common law of 

nature a right to make use of it for 

the good of the society, in many 

cases where the municipal law has 

given no direction, till the 

legislative can conveniently be 

assembled to provide for it; nay 

many things there are which the 

law can by no means provide for, 

and those must necessarily be left 

to the discretion of him that has 

the executive power in his hands, 

to be ordered by him as the public 

good and advantage shall  

require…Locke, 2007:62. 
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Locke also observed that many accident may 

happen in which a strong and rigid observation of 

the laws may do harm to the society and recommend 

that a “ruler should have a power in many cases to 

mitigate the severity of the law, and pardon some 

offenders, since the end of government being the 

preservation of all…”  

THE DISSOLUTION OF GOVERNMENT 

i) Locke, 2007: 73 -95 observed that men are by 

agreement brought out from the loose state 

of nature into one political society and this 

union can often be dissolved by conquest and 

cease to exist and everyone would return to 

the state he was in before and seek to provide 

for his own safety as he thinks fit, in some 

other society. He however, noted that the 

world is too well advanced to allow this way of 

dissolving of governments and consequently 

governments today are dissolved from within; 

and this happen in the following ways:

The legislative is the symbol of the unity of the 

people. In the words of Locke, “it is in their 

legislat ive that the members of a 

commonwealth are united and combined 

together into one coherent living body. This is 
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the soul that gives form, life and unity to the 

commonwealth… the constitution of the 

legislative is the first and fundamental act of 

society, whereby provision is made for the 

continuation of their union under the 

direction of persons and bonds of laws made 

by persons authorized thereunto by the 

consent of the people and appointment of 

the people, without which no one man, or 

number of men, among them can have 

authority of making laws that shall be 

binding to the rest. When any one or more 

shall take upon to make laws whom the 

people have not appointed so to do, they 

make laws without authority, which people 

are not bound to obey”. In other words when 

a person or group of persons without the 

consent and authority of the people 

establish and impose their arbitrary will on 

the people, the commonwealth ceases to 

exist.   

ii) When the legislative is altered and it is 

altered when it is prevented or hindered 

from assembling in its due time, or from 

acting freely to pursue those ends to which it 

was constituted. When their freedom to 
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debate is hindered and the society is 

deprived of their due exercise of power. He 

who takes away their freedom or hinders the 

legislative from acting in its due season takes 

away the legislative, and puts an end to the 

government. 

iii) When by the arbitrary power of the prince, 

the electors or ways of election are altered 

without the consent of the people and 

against their common interest. The 

legislative must be constituted by the people 

chosen by the people and must be in a way 

prescribed by the society otherwise those 

chosen are not the legislative appointed by 

the people.

iv) The people entered into a political society to 

be preserved as one entity,  free, 

independent society to be governed by its 

own laws'.  It is therefore a change of the 

legislative and a dissolution of the 

government if the people are delivered to 

and made subjects of a foreign power by the 

prince.    

v) When the Executive charged with the 

execut ion of  laws abandons th is  

responsibility and fails to execute the laws to 
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prevent anarchy amounts to a dissolution of 

government; for laws are not made for 

themselves, but to be executed for the society 

to function properly. “When that totally 

ceases, the government visibly ceases and 

the people become a confused multitude 

without order or connection”. No 

government is also left when there is no 

longer the administration of justice for the 

securing of men's right or to provide the 

necessities of the public.

vi) The government is also dissolved when the 

legislative or the prince act contrary to the 

trust reposed on them by the people. The 

legislative act against the trust when they 

invade the property of their subjects or make 

themselves arbitrary violators of the lives, 

liberties, or fortunes of the people. After all 

“the reason why men enter into society is 

the preservation of their property, and the 

end why they choose and authorize a 

legislative is that there may be laws made 

and rules set, as guards and fences to the 

properties of all the society, to limit the 

power and moderate the dominion of 

every part and member of the society”. 
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POLITICAL OBILIGATION

The people are expected to obey the government so 

long as it wields public power for “Peace, safety and 

public good of the people”. In the state of Nature 

there was never any exercise of absolute power over 

their lives and fortunes which were as much as 

possible preserved and therefore the people would 

not yield to the government more powers than what 

they actually possess in the state of nature. 

Therefore, the individuals are not committed to 

unconditional obligation.

According to Locke, 2007:76:

W h e n e v e r  t h e  l e g i s l a t o r  

endeavour to take away and 

destroy the property of the people 

or to reduce them to slavery under 

arbi t rar y  power,  they  put  

themselves into a state of war with 

the people, who are thereupon 

absolved from any fur ther 

obedience, and are left to the 

common refuge which God hath 

provided for all men against force 

and violence.  Whensoever,  

therefore, the legislative shall 

transgress this fundamental rule 

of society, and either by ambition, 
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fear, folly, or corruption… or put 

into the hands of any absolute 

power over the lives, liberties and 

estates of the people, by this 

breach of trust they forfeit the 

power the people had put into their 

hands for quite contrary ends, and 

it devolves to the people, who have 

a right to resume their original 

liberty, and by the establishment 

of a new legislative (such as they 

shall think fit),provide for their 

own safety and security which is 

the end for which they are in 

society.   

Locke however cautioned the people against 

embarking on revolution on every little 

mismanagement in public affairs, great 

mistakes in the ruling part, many wrong and 

inconvenient laws, and all the slips of human 

frailty will be borne by the people without 

mutiny or murmur. But if a long train of 

abuses, prevarications and artifices tending 

towards arbitrary exercise of power against 

the rights liberties of the people, the people 

“should then rouse themselves and 
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endeavour to put the rule into such hands which 

may secure to them the ends for which was at 

first erected…”. Locke therefore advocated the 

right of resistance but held that resort to 

revolutions should be the last.

CONCLUSION

Locke's theory of social contract has been criticized 

for laying so much stress on the institution of 

private property. However, no matter the volume of 

criticism laid against his work, Sabine's observation 

that “from his political philosophy emerged 

diverse theories in the centuries that followed 

him” must be noted.  Subrata identified the “heirs” 

of Locke as first Berkley and Hume; second, those of 

the French philosophies who did not belong to the 

school of Rousseau; third, Bentham and the 

philosophical radicals; fourth, with important 

accretions from continental philosophy, Marx and 

his disciples”. Again for Subrata: (2007) “If we list 

out the items that constitute the liberal world-

view: individualism, freedom, consensual 

l imited  government ,  minimal  s tate ,  

constitutional authority, the rule of law, the 

majority rule principle, separation of powers, 

sovereignty of the people, representative 

democracy, property rights, civil society, 
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pluralism, tolerance and the right to judge 

authority, then Locke is the founding father of 

liberal political theory. These ideas contributed 

so much in the political thought of America and 

France” which culminated in the great revolutions 
th

at the end of the 18  century. In the words of Sabine,

Locke's defense of resistance in the 

name of inalienable rights of 

personal liberty, consent and 

freedom to acquire and enjoy 

property had their full effect.                
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CHAPTER NINE

ROUSSEAU

BACKGROUND  

Jean Jaques Rousseau was born in June 28, 1712 in 

Geneva. His mother died in childbirth. His father 

was a watchmaker. At age five, Rousseau was taught 

how to read. At ten his father left Geneva and 

entrusted Rousseau into the care of his uncle.

At a time he lived in a Catholic monastery but was 

turned out after some time, thereafter, he found a 

job in a domestic house. He joined a seminary 

where he studied classic and music.  Rousseau left 

the seminary and could not find his feet. He later 

appealed to charity to a Catholic Priest in Savoy who 

recommended him to a Madame de Warrens, 

known for her good works. His life with Madame de 

Warrens was interrupted by frequent wanderings. 

On one occasion he returned to find that his place in 

the household had been taken by another. 

Rousseau accepted the position of a tutor with a 

noble family in Lyons. After a few months he left 

teaching and in 1741 he went to Paris. He was 

compelled to accept the post of secretary to the 

French Ambassador at Venice. At a time he began to 

live with Therese Le Vasseur, who became the 
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mother of his five children. His talent as a political 

thinker and writer came to the fore with his essay on 

the subject: “Has the progress of the arts and 

sciences contributed more to corruption or 

purification of morals?”

This won him a prize and immediate literary fame. In 

1755, he wrote an article on the “Discourse on 

Political Economy” which appeared in the 

Encyclopedia in the same year he published the 

“Discourse on the Origin of Inequality”. In 1758 he 

wrote Emile, on Education, and in 1762, he 

published the Social Contract. Rousseau died on 

July 2, 1778.

Rousseau was a product of the Enlightenment 

which was also called the Age of Reason. According 

to (Cassirer 1973: Vol 5) cited by Subrata: 2007).

The basic idea underlying all the 

tendencies of enlightenment was 

the conviction that human 

understanding is capable by its 

own power and without any 

recourse  to  super-natura l  

assistance, of comprehending the 

system of the world and that this 
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Although, Rousseau belongs to the Enlightenment 

period, paradoxically(Subrata,2007:216) observed 

that, he “protested against Intelligence, Science and 

reason in so far as they destroyed reverence, faith 

and moral intuition, the factors, on which society 

was based. His protest was a “revolt against reason” 

for he regarded the “thinking animal as a depraved 

animal” (Sabine: 1973).

ROUSSEAU'S THEORY OF STATE OF NATURE 

“Man was born free and everywhere he is in chains”. 

This is a paradox that is reflected in Rousseau's 

entire politico-moral philosophy and so it is no 

surprise that he has been much criticized for 

seeming ambiguities within his work (Brown, 

Nardian, Rengger 2007:397).

According to Rousseau, in the state of nature “man 

is naturally peaceful and timid, at the least danger, 

his first reaction is to flee; he only fights through the 

force of habit and experience. He lived a life of 

primitive simplicity. He was independent, contented 

way of understanding the world 

will lead to a new way of 

mastering it.
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and self-sufficient. Primitive men” having no moral 

relations or determinate obligation could not be 

either good or bad, virtuous or vicious (Rousseau, 

2007 : 113).  Man is pre-moral and innocent and 

concerned with his own well being and happiness, 

satisfying his personal needs. Man in the state of 

nature had not discovered reason, knowing no 

right and only acting on his instinct. He does not 

have the feeling of love and so beauty has no 

importance to him. He hardly knows what 

inequality is except for physical inequality. This 

simple and perfect situation was corrupted; by 

some emerging factors. The first was the increase 

in population and the individual's encounter with 

other men. Man finds out that in certain cases 

which are of mutual interest he cooperates with 

others and relies on them. Another factor is the 

intervention of reason. The increase in population 

activated economic progress but the turning point 

is when man began to live with his family and 

formed loose associations. This eventually 

generated competition among men as well as 

vanity, envy and man began to think in terms of 

mine and thine and that happened when the first 

man after enclosing a piece of ground told himself 

“this is mine and people believed him”. The 

intervention of private property which symbolized 
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humanity's evolution out of a simple, pure state into 

one characterised by greed, competition, vanity, 

inequality and vice, for Rousseau, constitutes 

humanity's “fall from grace” out of the state of 

nature.

THE SOCIAL COMPACT 

Human beings were essentially free in the state of 

nature but the 'progress' of civilization substituted 

subservience to others for that freedom, through 

dependence, economic and social inequalities with 

its attendant envy, competition and insecurity that 

threatened self preservation. The primitive 

condition can no longer subsist and human race 

would perish unless it changed its manner of 

existence. The problem Rousseau sought to solve is 

how men can be free, equal and live together in 

society. Rousseau, 2007:391 in his own words said:

This is the fundamental problem of which the social 

The problem is to find a form of 

association which will defend and 

profit with the whole common 

force the person and goods of each 

associate and in which each, while 

uniting himself with all, may still 

obey himself alone, and remain 

free as before.  
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contract provides the solution (Rousseau 

2007: 391). The social pact, is the agreement 

men entered into to come together and form 

a people, a collectivity which is not a mere 

aggregation of individual interests and wills. 

The implications of the contract are:

i) The total alienation of each associate, 

together with his rights, to the whole 

community; for, in the first place, as each 

gives himself absolutely, the conditions are 

the same for all; and, this being so, no one has 

any interest in making them burdensome to 

others.

ii) The alienation being without reserve, the 

union is perfect as it can be, and no associate 

has anything more to demand: for if the 

individual retained certain rights, as there 

would be no common superior to decide 

between them and the public, each, being on 

point his own judge, would ask to be so on all; 

the state of nature would thus continue, and 

the association would necessarily become 

inoperative and tyrannical.

iii) Each man, in giving himself to all, gives 

himself to nobody; and as there is no 

associate over whom he does not acquire the 

same right as he yields to others over himself, 
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he gains an equivalent for everything he 

loses, and an increase of force for the 

preservation of what he has.

This is saying that in order to become free and equal 

with others every individual must give up all his 

rights to the entire community, creating the same 

conditions for all and thus equality. Finally each man 

in giving himself to all gives himself to nobody.

CREATION OF SOVEREIGNTY

When each of us puts his person and all his power in 

common under the supreme direction of the 

general will and in our corporate capacity, we 

receive each member as an indivisible part of the 

whole” (Rousseau 2007: 392).

This association formed by the individual 

personalities of each contracting party creates a 

moral and collective body, composed of as many 

members as the assembly contains votes from 

where it receives unity, its common identity, its life 

and its will. This public person so formed by the 

union of all other persons is called sovereign. Those 

who are associated in it take collectively the name of 

people, and severally are called citizens, as sharing 
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in the sovereign power and subjects, as being under 

the law of the state.

The sovereign is formed wholly  of the individuals 

who compose it and neither has nor can have any 

interest contrary to theirs; and consequently the 

sovereign power need give no guarantee to its 

subjects, because it is impossible for the body to 

wish to hurt all its members. It cannot  hurt any in 

particular.

Rousseau's concept of sovereignty differed from 

that of Hobbes and Locke. Hobbes spoke of a total 

surrender of powers by the individuals to a third 

party distinct from the people,… Rousseau also 

spoke of total surrender, but not to a third party. 

Instead sovereignty was vested in the political 

community. (Subrata, 2007: 226-227).

According to Rousseau, each individual, as a man, 

may have a particular will contrary or dissimilar to 

the general will which he has as a citizen, as his 

particular interest may speak to him quite 

differently from the common interest… In order 

then that the social compact may not be empty 

formula, it tacitly includes the undertaking which 

alone can give force to the rest, that whoever 
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refuses to obey the general will shall be compelled 

to do so by the whole. This means nothing less than 

that he will be forced to be free; for this is the 

condition which, by giving each citizen to his 

country, secures him against all personal 

dependence.

THE GAINS OF MEN'S ENTRY INTO THE CIVIL 

STATE 

According to Rousseau, 2007:393 the passage from 

the state of nature to the civil state produces a very 

remarkable change in man in the following ways:

i) By substituting justice for instinct in his 

conduct and giving his actions the morality 

they had formerly lacked… Although, in this 

state, he deprives himself of some 

advantages which he got from nature, he 

gains in return others so great, his faculties 

are so stimulated and developed, his ideas so 

extended, his feelings so ennobled, and his 

whole soul so uplifted… instead of an 

unimaginative animal, made him an 

intelligent being and a man.

ii) What man loses by the social contract is his 

natural liberty and an unlimited right, to 

everything he tries to get and succeeds in 
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getting; what he gains is civil liberty and the 

proprietorship of all he possesses… natural 

liberty is bounded only by the strength of the 

individual, civil liberty which is limited by the 

general will; and possession, which is merely 

the effect of force or the right of the first 

occupier, from property, which can be 

founded only on a positive title.

iii) In the civil state man acquires moral liberty 

which alone  makes him truly master of 

himself; for the mere impulse of appetite is 

slavery, while obedience to law which we 

prescribe to ourselves is liberty.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GENERAL WILL 

They are as follows according to Rousseau, 2007: 

395- 398:

I) The general will is sovereign. It is the sum of 

the will of all citizens, representing the best 

interest and well-being of the community. The 

sovereign is a collective being.

ii) The general will is inalienable. The general 

will alone can direct the state according to the 

object for which it was instituted, that is the 

common good. No society could have existed 

without agreement between them and it is on 
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the basis of this common interest that every 

society should be governed.

iii) The general will is indivisible. Will is either is 

or is not general. It is the will either of the body 

of the people, or only of a part of it. In the first 

case, the will, when declared, is an act of 

sovereignty and constitutes the law: in the 

second, it is merely a particular will, or act of 

magistracy – at the most a decree. 

iv) The general will is always right and tends to 

the public advantage. There is often a great 

deal of difference between the will of all and 

the general will; the latter considers only the 

common interest, while the former takes 

private interest into account. It is essential that 

if the general will is able to express itself, that 

there should be no partial society within the 

state, and that each citizen should think only 

of his own thoughts.

v) The state as a moral person whose life is in the 

union of its members and if it cares for its own 

preservation must have a universal and 

compelling force. As nature gives each man 

absolute powers over all his members, the 

social compact gives the body politic absolute 

power over all its members also; and it is this 

power which under the direction of the 
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general will, bears the name sovereignty. The 

sovereignty is the sole judge of what is 

important.  

vi) Every service a citizen can render the state he 

ought to render as soon as the sovereign 

demands it; but the sovereign, for its part 

cannot impose upon its subjects any fetters 

that are useless to the community, nor can it 

wish to do so.

vii) The general will, to be really such, must be 

general in its objects as well as its essence; it 

must both come from all and apply to all; and 

that it loses its natural rectitude when it is 

directed to some particular and determinate 

object, because in such a case we are judging 

if something foreign to us, and have no true 

principle of equity to guide us.

viii) The social compact sets up among the citizens 

an equality of such a kind, that they all bind 

themselves to observe the same conditions 

and should therefore all enjoy the same 

rights. Thus, from the very nature of the 

compact, every act of sovereignty, that is, 

every authentic act of the general will, binds 

or favours all the citizens equally; so that the 

sovereign recognizes only the body of the 
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nation, and draws no distinction 

between those of whom it is made up.

ix) What then is the act of sovereignty? And 

Rousseau, 2007: 397, answered: 

Therefore, although the sovereign power is 

absolute, sacred and inviolable, it does not and 

cannot exceed the limits of general convention and 

everyman may dispose at will of such goods and 

liberty as these conventions leave him.
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It is not a convention between a 

superior and an inferior, but a 

convention between the body and 

each of its members. It is 

legitimate, because based on the 

social contract, and equitable, 

because common to all; useful 

because it can have no other object 

than the general good, and stable, 

because guarantee by the public 

force and the supreme power. So 

long as the subjects have to submit 

only to conventions of this sort, 

they obey no one but their own 

will…
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LIFE IN THE STATE OF NATURE AND UNDER THE 

SOCIAL CONTRACT 

According to Rousseau, the position in which they 

find themselves as a result of the contract is really 

preferable to that in which they were before. Instead 

of a renunciation, they have made an advantageous 

exchange: instead of an uncertain and precarious 

way of living they have got one that is better and 

more secure; instead of natural independence they 

have got liberty, instead of the power to harm 

others security for themselves, and instead of their 

strength, which others might overcome, a right 

which social union makes invisible. Their very life 

which they have devoted to the state, is by it 

constantly protected; and when they risk it in the 

state's defence, what more are they doing than 

giving back what they have received from it…”

ROUSSEAU'S THEORY OF GOVERNMENT 

In the words of Rousseau “the public force needs an 

agent of its own to bind it together and set it to work 

under the direction of the general will, to serve as a 

means of communication between the state and the 

sovereign, and to do for the collective person more 

or less what the union of soul and body does for 

man. Here we have what is, in the, the basis of 

government, often wrongly confused with the 
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sovereign whose minister it is”

Rousseau now defines government directly as:

Continuing, Rousseau said; “The members of this 

body are called magistrates or kings, that is to say 

governors, and the whole body bears the name 

prince”. That is, government or supreme 

administration, the legitimate exercise of the 

executive power and prince or magistrate the man 

or body entrusted with that administration. 

Government is a new body within the state, distinct 

from the people and the sovereign, and 

intermediate between them. Rousseau identified 

three kinds of government; 

(i) Democracy

 (ii) Aristocracy and 

(iii) Monarch.

DISSOLUTION OF GOVERNMENT 

According to Rousseau,2007:419 the dissolution of 

government may come in two ways;

An intermediate body set up 

between the subjects and the 

sovereign, to secure their mutual 

correspondence, charged with the 

execution of the laws and the 

maintenance of liberty, both civil 

and political.  Rousseau, 2007:407
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1) When the prince ceases to administer the 

state in accordance with the laws, and usurps 

the sovereign power. It means the state is 

dissolved and another is formed within it, 

composed solely of the members of the 

government, which becomes for the rest of 

the people merely master and tyrant. The 

moment the government usurps the 

sovereignty, the social compact is broken, 

and all private citizens recover by right their 

natural liberty, and are forced, but not bound 

to obey.

2.) When members of the government severally 

usurps the power they should exercise only 

as a body; this is an infraction of the law and 

results in disorder. There would be many 

princes as there are magistrates, and with the 

state divided would perish or change its 

form. When the state is dissolved, the abuse 

of government, what it is, bears the common 

name anarchy.

SOVEREIGN AUTHORITY 

According to Rousseau, 2007: 420, the sovereign 

has legislative powers and act only by means of the 

laws; and the laws being solely the authentic acts of 
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the general will; the sovereign cannot act except 

when the people are assembled. There must be 

fixed periodical assemblies which cannot be 

abrogated so that on that proper day the people is 

legitimately called together by law, without need of 

any formal summoning. This is apart from 

extraordinary assemblies that unforeseen 

circumstances may demand. In assemblies 

authorized by their duties alone, it must be 

summoned by the magistrate appointed for that 

purpose, and in accordance with the prescribed 

form, otherwise it should be regarded as unlawful 

and all its acts null and void, because the command 

to assemble should itself proceed from the law.

THEORY OF REPRESENTATION

Sovereignty is inalienable and cannot be 

represented. According to Rousseau,2007: 422 “It 

lies essentially in the general will and will does not 

admit of representation: it is either the same, or 

other; there is no intermediate possibility. The 

deputies of the people, therefore are not and 

cannot be its representatives: they are merely its 

stewards”, and can carry through no definite acts. 

Every law the people have not ratified in person is 

null and void – is in fact not a law.  Explaining 

further on the issue of representation, Rousseau 
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said; “Law being purely the declaration of the 

general will, it is clear that in the exercise of the 

legislative power, the people cannot be 

represented: but in that of the executive power, 

which is only the force that is applied to give the law 

effect, it both can and should be represented”.

Rousseau extolled the Greek method of direct 

representation and in Rousseau words, 2007:422 

CONCLUSION

It has not been possible to interpret Rousseau 

within a single framework (Subrata: 2007). He has 

been much criticized for seeming ambiguities, 

contradictions and evasions within his work. He has 

been labeled an extreme individualist. The 
individual entered into the social compact in his 

individual capacity. Although he has given 

everything to the society he as a member of the 

society retained everything with himself: Rousseau 

is also an absolutist. There is no difference between 

In Greece, all that the people had 

to do, it did for itself: it was 

constantly assembled in the public 

square… in case the moment a 

people allows itself to be 

represented, it is no long(er) free: 

it no longer exists
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Rousseau's sovereign and Hobbes.

The people do not have the right to question the 

authority of the sovereign. His social contract is 

simply totalitarian. Rousseau's general will is the will 

of the people and the duty of government is to carry 

out the wishes of the people and implement the 

laws enacted by them. The egalitarian, anti-

hierarchical, republican and democratic nature of 

his theory no wonder attracted the attention of the 

French revolutionaries in 1789 whose slogan was 

“liberty, equality and fraternity which were all 

derived from his philosophy of general will.
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CHAPTER TEN

KARL MARX 

arl Marx was born on May 5, 1818, in the 

ancient city of Trier in the Rhineland. His Kfather was a prosperous lawyer, holding an 

official post in the Prussian Service.  At seventeen 

Marx was sent to the University of Bonn to study law.  

At 19, he became a member of a group known as 

young Hegelians who were devoted to criticizing 

religious orthodoxy.  In 1841, Marx submitted his 

thesis and received his doctoral degree from the 

University of Jena.

While in Paris, Marx met Frederick Engels (1820-

1895) with whom he began a life-long friendship 

and collaboration. Together they wrote the German 

ideology which was published in 1932. Both also 

produced the communist manifesto. In 1859 he 

produced the Critique of Political Economy and the 

first volume of Capital in 1867.

In 1884, Marx and Engels helped in founding the 

communist league which existed till 1850.  In 1849 

Marx was expelled from Prussia.

Marx later led a life of poverty. He died on March 14, 



The Executive of the modern state 

is nothing but a committee for 

managing the common affairs of 

the bourgeoisie.

Political power so called, is merely 

the organized power of one class 

for oppressing another.    

The state is the institution or 

complex of institutions which 

bases itself on the availability of 

forcible coercion by special 

agencies of society in order to 

maintain the dominance of a 
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1883.

MARX THEORY OF STATE

For Karl Marx, the state didn't exist from eternity. It 

has its origin in the division of society into two 

classes. The state for Marx is a creature of 

bourgeoisie's economic interest. The idea was 

expounded in the communist manifesto:

Marx and Engels further said that:

Hal Draper, in his work, Karl Marx theory of Revolution 

adumbrated Marx definition of state in the following 

words:



ruling class, preserve the existing 

property relations from basic 

change and keep all other classes 

in subjection. 
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The state, therefore, is fundamentally an instrument 

of class domination. It is an organized power of one 
class; the bourgeoisie for oppressing another class; 

the working class or the proletariat. It is a machinery 

for exploitation. The origin of the state for Marx has 

nothing to do with the social contract or the divine 

right theory.

THE BASIC PRINCIPLES OF KARL MARX 

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

THE DOCTRINE OF DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM 

Dialectics comes from the Greek dialego, to 

discourse, to debate.  In ancient times,  dialectics 

was the art of arriving at the truth by disclosing the 

contradictions in the argument of an opponent and 

overcoming these contradictions. There were 

philosophers in ancient times who believed that the 

disclosure of contradictions in thought and the 

clash of opinions was the best method of arriving at 

the truth. (Stalin: 1938).
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Dialectics holds that nature is not a state of rest and 

immobility, stagnation and immutability, but a state 

of continuous movement and change, of 

continuous renewal and development, where 

something is always arising and developing, and 

something always disintegrating and dying away.

The dialectical method therefore holds that the 

process of development from the lower to the 

higher takes place not as a harmonious unfolding of 

phenomena, but as a disclosure of the 

contradictions inherent in things and phenomena, 

as a “struggle” of opposite tendencies which 

operate on the basis of these contradictions (Stalin: 

1938).

“In its proper meaning”, Lenin says, “Dialectics is the 

study of the contradiction within the very essence of 

things” (Lenin, Philosophical Notebooks; 265). He 

also said that “Development is the struggle of 

opposites”.

Karl Marx borrowed the concept of dialectical 

materialism from Hegel. Hegel and other idealists 

believe that consciousness is developed at the level 

of the spirit (mind) and that it is the consciousness of 
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the individual that determines his ideas on his/her 

mind that is the primary of the spirit. Hegel asserts 

that nature was dynamic and not stagnant and that 

human history moves or develops in a gradual and 

progressive way through a conflict of thesis, that ,is 

an idea, usually an intellectual proposition, and 

anti-thesis which refers to the refutation of the idea, 

which produces the synthesis, which is the molding 

of the idea and its refutation into a new idea. Hegel 

used this dialectical method to explain the progress 

of society and the development of its institutions. 

Karl Marx borrowed and applied this concept of the 

interpretation of human history. His dialectical 

materialism emphasizes the contradictory nature of 

the society; male and female, day and night, motion 

and rest, positive and negative, bourgeoisie and 

proletariat (Anifowose: 1999).  He agreed with 

Hegel that there was a constant movement in the 

dialectical process, but emphasized the real rather 

than the ideal, the social rather than the intellectual, 

matter rather than the mind (Subrata: 2007). 

Contrary to Hegel's idealism which regards the 

world as the embodiment of an “absolute idea”,  

“universal spirit”, “consciousness”, Marx as a 

materialist holds that the world is by its very nature 

material, and that multifold phenomena of the 
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world constitute different forms of matter in 

motion, that the world develops in accordance with 

the laws of movement of matter. Marx postulated 

that the dialectical nature of society is the basis of its 

laws; “law of motion of development”. He further 

asserted that history was nothing but evidence of 

class struggles. The struggle between the poor and 

the rich, between the bourgeoisie and the 

proletariat, between the have and the have nots, 

between the oppressor and the oppressed.  For Karl 

Marx, therefore, the Hegel's thesis, anti-thesis and 

synthesis of dialectical materialism were nothing 

but struggles of the economic classes which will 

eventually lead to a classless society.

HISTORICAL MATERIALISM 

Central to understanding historical materialism was 

Marx economic theory of history or economic 

determinism. Marx elevated economics as the main 

force that shaped a civilization. Economic 

determinism meant that society took its shape or 

was determined by the specific economic structures 

and relationships in place at a given time.

 

For Marx, you cannot understand the past by 

focusing on its people, politics, wars, legal, 
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tradition, philosophy, religion etc, rather you look 

at how history was shaped by the material 

condition of the people; how they changed over 

time, and the struggles between those in power 

and the subjects of their oppression. The 

conditions of material life of society determines the 

physiognomy of society, its ideas, views, political 

institutions, etc. According to Marx, the history of 

all hitherto existing society is the history of class 

struggles. Class struggle is the tension or 

antagonism which exists in society due to 

competing socio-economic interests and desires 

between people of different classes.  Historical 

materialism explains how human society moved 

through the various epochs of history and the 

nature of the society at each epoch can be 

ascertained only on the basis of the mode of 

production of the whole society. Marx theory 

divided history into six stages, viz, the 

primitive/communal system, the slave system, the 

feudal system, the capitalist system, the socialist 

system and the communist system which 

according to him is the last stage of history. The 

different systems are further explained thus: 

i) Primitive/Communal System

In this early human history, there was no state. The 
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era was marked by shared ownership and collective 

labour. It was more of a social state and not a 

political state. The society was not divided into two 

antagonistic classes. There was no property and 

therefore no exploitation.

ii) The Slave System

This era was marked by the emergence of private 

property and class. The advent of agriculture, animal 

husbandry and crafts brought about private 

property.  Division of labour emerged. Exploitation 

became manifest and the society became divided 

into masters and slaves. The slaves became the 

property of their masters. This era marked the origin 

of state and generated the beginning of class 

struggle. 

iii) The Feudal System

The basis of relations of production under the feudal 

system is that the Feudal Lord owns the means of 

production but does not fully own the worker in 

production – the serf. The means of production 

consisted primarily in the form of land which was 

owned by feudal lords and labour was supplied by 

the serfs or peasants. Along side the feudal 

ownership there exists individual ownership by the 
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peasant and the handicraftsman of his implements 

of production and his private enterprise based on 

his personal labor. There was further improvement 

in the smelting and working of iron; the spread of 

the iron plow and the loom; the further 

development of agriculture and horticulture; the 

appearance of manufactories alongside of the 

handicraft workshops – such are the characteristic 

feature of the state of the productive forces. Here 

private ownership is further developed. Exploitation 

was also severe and there was a class struggle 

between exploiters and the exploited.

iv) The Capitalist System

The basis of the relations of production under the 

capitalist system is that the capitalist owns the 

means of production, but not the workers in 

production. In place of the handicraft workshops 

and manufactories there appear huge mills and 

factories equipped with machinery. In place of 

manorial states tilled by primitive implements of 

production of the peasant, there now appears large 

capitalist forms run on scientific lines and supplied 

with agricultural machinery. The means of 

production are in the hands of a few capitalists and 

the majorities are merely wage earners. Capitalist 
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system therefore, created two antagonistic classes, 

the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The state serves 

the interest of the bourgeoisie and maintains a 

socio-economic structure that favours their capital 

accumulation. It does this through laws, regulations 

and enforcement mechanisms that protect 

property rights.

v) The Socialist System

The socialist system comes into existence after the 

overthrow of the capitalist system through a 

proletarian revolution. “The proletariat” says Marx,” 

during its contest with the bourgeoisie is compelled 

by the force of circumstances, to organize itself as a 

class… by means of a revolution, it makes itself the 

ruling class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the 

old conditions of production…” (Marx and Engels 

1938:52) And further: “The proletariat will use its 

political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital 

from the bourgeoisie, to centralize all instruments 

of production in the hands of the state, i.e. of the 

proletariats organized as a ruling class; and to 

increase the total productive forces as rapidly as 

possible (Marx and Engels: 1958:.50).   

THE NATURE OF MODE OF PRODUCTION

So it can be observed that each of the stages or 
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economic system has its own mode of production 

and each mode of production has its own peculiar 

social classes, class relations and contradictions of 

the two classes in any economic stage; and that 

brings about change and development, inevitably.

Mode of Production: The mode of production is 

the combination of productive forces and the 

instruments of labour. Productive forces embrace 

labour power. This comprises the physical, 

psychological and intellectual capabilities of man, 

the worker (Ake: 1983). Development of the 

productive forces entails the quantitative and 

qualitative improvements in labour power, for 

instance when people acquire more scientific 

education and technical skills. On the other hand the 

instruments of labour are the accompanying tools 

which labour power will be combined effectively 

with to act on the objects of labour. For example, 

computers, technology, machines, robots etc. The 

objects of labour are the material and natural 

resources upon which labour power is exerted for 

the production of material goods and product 

(Anifowose: 1999). The relation which people enter 

into with each other in the course of production are 

called the social relations of production or relations 
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of production (Ake: 1983). The relationship between 

the peasant and the feudal lord under feudalism is 

an example of social relations of production. Their 

social relation of production devolved around land; 

obligations and rights were defined in terms of  the 

land and the feudal lord was dominant in the social 

relations of production, (over the peasant) because 

he owned the land. The organic unity of the 

productive forces and the social relations of 

production constitute the economic system, 

alternatively referred to as the mode of production.

The Doctrine of Economic Determinism: The Role 

of the Mode of Production. For Karl Marx, the 

prevailing mode of production and exchange 

determines the political, economic and social life of 

the people in that society. In other words, the 

religious, cultural, social and moral life of the people 

is determined by the economic life. According to 

(Ake: 1983) “Once the mode of production or the 

economic system is understood we have a fairly 

good idea of what the general character of the other 

aspects of the social system will be like”

INEVITABILITY OF A REVOLUTION

For Marx and Engels, the emancipation of the 

working class is never possible without the seizure of 
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state power which can only be done through 

protracted class struggles leading to revolution.  In 

other words, revolution is the only solution to all the 

problems that are found in the bourgeoisie state. 

The task of the revolution or revolutionaries is to 

capture the state power from the hands of the 

bourgeoisie and to establish the complete 

authority of the working class which Marx and 

Engels designated “Dictatorship of the Proletariat”.

Dictatorship of the proletariat denotes a state in 

which the proletariat or the working class has 

control of political power.  It is a transitional phase 

on the track from capitalist to socialism and 

communism.  It will raise the proletariat to a ruling 

class and by its actions lead to the withering away of 

the State.

DISSOLUTION OF THE STATE 

According to Karl Marx, the existence of the state is 

temporary.  He envisaged a stateless society, where 

the proletariat's rule would gradually render the 

state unnecessary, leading to its “withering away”. 

This would,  according to him, usher in a communist 

society characterized by:

i) A classless society, where there is no 
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distinction between owners and workers.

ii) A stateless society, where there is no need for 

a state to mediate or oppress.

iii) Collective ownership; property and resources 

would be owned collectively by all members 

of the society.

Engels adumbrated Marx's view of the “Withering 

away of the state with this statement. He said:

As soon as there is no longer any 

social class to be held in 

subjection… as soon as class rule.. 

are removed, nothing more 

remains to be repressed, and a 

special repressive force, a state, is 

no longer necessary.. state 

interference in social relations 

becomes in one domain after 

another superfluous and then dies 

out of itself.. The state is not 

abolished; it dies out – (or wither 

away)

CRITICISM AGAINST KARL MARX 

The following criticism have been raised against 

Karl Marx’s  theory: 
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i) Marx’s theory overemphasizes  economic 

factors in determining societal structures at 

the expense of other influences such as 

culture, religion or individual agency (Marxist 

theory of… textbook.com)

ii) The feasibility of a stateless society is strongly 

questioned. The concept is often seen as 

utopian. The practicability of a society without 

a mechanism for managing its affairs, 

managing its resources, mediating in its 

conflict and upholding order is not feasible.

iii) Marx’s theory assumes that class conflicts are 

impossible to reconcile, especially the conflict 

between the working class and capitalists. 

There are today various methods of 

reconciling the disputes more particularly 

industrial ones. There are labour tribunals, 

trade unions etc which engage in the 

settlement of disputes between laborers and 

management.

iv) As observed in Marxist theory of… political 

science notes.com) Marx and Engels made 

two predictions; one is that the bourgeoisie 

state would one day, be seized by the working 

class. The second is that communism would 

take the place of capitalism. But it is only in 
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Russia that the working class captured power.  

But there is still doubt on what extent Russia 

was a matured capitalist state. There were 

(and still are) more matured capitalist states 

such as United States, Britain, France, 

Germany and no where has the working class  

been able to seize political power. The first 

prediction remains unfulfilled.

As to the second prediction it can be naively 

observed that there is no doubt about to 

what extent Russia had succeeded in 

establishing socialism not to speak of 

communism. The “first socialist state” in the 

world collapsed in 1991.

v) Communist party of China claims that China 

is a socialist state. But her acceptance of 

market economy casts doubt on that claim.

vi) Marx and Engels predicted that the state 

would wither away. The gigantic state 

structure of the erstwhile Soviet Union has 

falsified this tall claim of Marx and Engels. The 

Soviet state was as powerful as were Britain, 

United States.  China is another socialist state 

and today it is a big power. Her military 

strength is recognized by all big powers and 
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she is a nuclear power. It is not withering 

away.

CONCLUSION

i) In spite of the criticisms, the Marxist theory of 

state despite its age, continues to stimulate 

intellectual debates worldwide. It has 

p ro v i d e d  p ro f o u n d  i n s i g h t s  i n to  

understanding class struggles, societal 

structures and the state's role in a capitalist 

society. 

(ii) The theory offers an indepth analysis of the 

societal class structure and the i n h e r e n t  

struggle within.  It unearths the realty of the 

state as an instrument   of the bourgeoisie.

(iii) The theory provides a potent critique of 

capitalism and its inherent contradictions, 

exposing the economic disparities and 

exploitation embedded within capitalist 

societies (Marxist Theory of… textbook.com).

iv) As Mukhl:(2010) observed, Marx’s theory is 

appealing for the common man.  His theory is 

today the only hope for the struggling 

masses and still a symbol of struggle and 

prophet of deliverance for the proletariats 

working under capitalist system.         
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