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Abstract  

The social contract theory is a fundamental concept in political philosophy that explores the relationship between individuals 
and the state. It proposes that individuals willingly enter into a contract with their government, agreeing to give up certain 
rights and freedoms in exchange for protection and security. One crucial aspect of this theory is the idea of individual rights, 
which refers to the inherent liberties possessed by every person in society. This abstract aims to examine how three prominent 
thinkers Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau conceptualized individual rights within their respective 
versions of the social contract theory. While these philosophers all share some similar beliefs regarding individual rights, there 
are also significant differences in their perspectives. Hobbes believed that humans naturally had no inherent rights but were 
instead motivated solely by self-interests. In his view, people entered into a social contract out of fear for their lives and 
property from other individuals in a state of nature. Thus, they gave up their freedom for an absolute sovereign who would 
ensure peace and order. On the other hand, Locke viewed natural law as guiding human behaviour rather than self-interests 
alone. He asserted that individuals were entitled to life, liberty, and property under this law while still acknowledging them as 
having moral responsibilities towards others. 
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Introduction  

The social contract theory is a concept that has been heavily 

debated by philosophers for centuries. It seeks to explain the 

relationship between individuals and their government, 

specifically in terms of rights and responsibilities. One key 

aspect of this theory is the idea of individual rights, which 

are seen as essential for a fair and just society. However, 

there are many different interpretations of what these rights 

entail and how they should be protected. In order to gain a 

deeper understanding of individual rights under the social 

contract theory, it is necessary to examine the works of three 

influential philosophers: Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau. These thinkers hold varying views 

on human nature and the role of government in protecting 

individual rights. By comparing their ideas, we can identify 

similarities and differences in their approaches to this 

fundamental concept. Firstly, let us consider Hobbes' 

perspective on individual rights within the social contract 

framework. In his seminal work "Leviathan", Hobbes argues 

that humans are inherently self-interested beings who 

constantly strive for power over others. As a result, he 

believes that without a strong central authority to keep 

people in check, society would descend into chaos.  

 

Literature Review 

The concept of individual rights has been a fundamental 

aspect in political philosophy, and one of the most 

prominent theories that explore this concept is the Social 

Contract Theory. Developed by thinkers such as Thomas 

Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, this 

theory seeks to explain the origin of government authority 

and its relationship with individuals’ rights. In his book 

“Leviathan” published in 1651, Hobbes asserts that 

individuals willingly give up their natural right to self-

governance in exchange for protection from a sovereign 

ruler. This idea differs significantly from Locke’s view 

presented in “Two Treatises on Government” published in 

1689. According to Locke, individuals possess natural rights 

which cannot be taken away by any governing body; 

instead, they form governments through a social contract to 

better secure these rights. Moving on to Rousseau's take on 

the matter as seen in his work "The Social Contract" 

published in 1762 explores an interesting hybrid between 

both theories. He acknowledges that individuals surrender 

certain freedoms under a social contract but only those 

necessary for society's functioning while retaining other 

individual liberties.  

The concept of individual rights under the social contract 

theory has been a topic of discussion among political 

philosophers for centuries. In this literature review, we will 

examine the works of three prominent thinkers – Thomas 

Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau – to 

explore their ideas on individual rights within the context of 

the social contract theory. Thomas Hobbes’ seminal work 

“Leviathan” (1651) is often considered as one of the earliest 

and most influential writings on modern political 

philosophy. According to Hobbes, individuals give up their 

natural right to do anything they wish in order to gain 

security through a mutual agreement or “contract” with each 

other and with an absolute ruler who holds all power. This 

sovereign authority cannot be challenged by individuals; 

therefore, there are no inherent individual rights. On the 

other hand, John Locke’s treatise “Two Treatises on 

Government” (1689) presented a different understanding of 

individual rights within a social contract framework. Unlike 

Hobbes’ emphasis on absolute rule, Locke argued that 

government should protect an individual’s natural right to 

life, liberty and property.  
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Research Gap 

The social contract theory has been a prominent topic of 

discussion in political philosophy for centuries. It seeks to 

explain the relationship between individuals and their 

government, and the obligations that exist on both sides. 

However, within this broad framework, there are significant 

differences among various philosophers on the 

understanding of individual rights. This research aims to 

examine the concept of individual rights under the lens of 

three influential figures: Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau. One major gap in current literature 

is a comprehensive analysis of these thinkers' views on 

individual rights within their respective social contract 

theories. While each philosopher's work is rich with insights 

into topics such as natural law, sovereignty, and liberty all 

integral components of understanding individual rights there 

exists a lack of comparative studies that highlight 

similarities and differences between them. By unpacking the 

nuances and complexities surrounding this topic among 

Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau's ideas will provide a clearer 

picture not only on how they approached individual rights 

but also where they may have differed significantly. 

Moreover, most existing literature often focuses solely on 

one particular philosopher without acknowledging potential 

overlaps or contradictions with others' viewpoints.  

 

Comparison of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau's Views on 

Individual Rights 

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

were three influential thinkers whose ideas shaped the 

development of political philosophy. One key area where 

their views diverged was on the concept of individual rights. 

While all three agreed that individuals had certain natural 

rights that should be protected by governments, they 

differed in their understanding and emphasis on these rights. 

Hobbes believed that humans were inherently selfish and 

driven by a desire for power. In his famous work Leviathan, 

he argued that individuals must give up certain freedoms in 

exchange for protection from a strong central authority. He 

saw the right to self-preservation as the most important right 

and believed it could only be achieved through absolute 

submission to a ruler. Locke's perspective on individual 

rights was influenced by his belief in natural law. He argued 

that humans were born with inherent rights such as life, 

liberty, and property which could not be taken away or 

limited by any government. These natural rights formed the 

basis of society, and it was the government's responsibility 

to protect them. However, Locke also believed in limitations 

to these rights when they infringed upon others' well-being. 

 

Examining the Role of Government in Protecting 

Individual Rights 

Individual rights refer to the fundamental liberties and 

freedoms that are inherent to all human beings, such as 

freedom of speech, religion, and the right to a fair trial. 

These rights are crucial in promoting a just and democratic 

society where all individuals can live freely without fear of 

oppression or discrimination. While individual rights are 

often enshrined in national constitutions or international 

agreements, it is the role of government to protect and 

uphold these rights for its citizens. The protection of 

individual rights is considered one of the key 

responsibilities of any government. Governments have the 

authority to create laws and regulations that not only 

safeguard individual rights but also prevent any 

infringement upon them by other individuals or entities. For 

instance, governments may pass legislation prohibiting hate 

speech or discrimination based on race, gender, or sexual 

orientation. Moreover, governments play an essential role in 

protecting individuals from threats posed by external factors 

such as crime and terrorism. Through law enforcement 

agencies and intelligence services, governments work 

towards maintaining public safety while ensuring that 

citizens' civil liberties remain intact. Apart from protecting 

against physical harm or discrimination, governments must 

also ensure that economic opportunities are accessible 

without bias towards certain groups. This includes providing 

equal access to education, employment opportunities, and 

healthcare systems among others.  

 

Contemporary Perspectives on Individual Rights under 

the Social Contract Theory 

The social contract theory is a fundamental concept in 

political philosophy that explores the relationship between 

individuals and their government. It states that individuals 

willingly give up certain rights and freedoms to a governing 

authority in exchange for protection, security, and stability 

within society. However, with the changing dynamics of our 

world today, there are various contemporary perspectives on 

how individual rights should be perceived under this theory. 

One perspective argues that individual rights should be 

protected at all costs and any violation of these rights by the 

government is unacceptable. This view highlights the 

importance of individual autonomy and self-determination, 

where people have the right to make choices about their 

own lives without interference from external forces. In this 

sense, the social contract exists solely to safeguard these 

inherent rights and prevent abuse of power by those in 

positions of authority. On the other hand, some believe that 

societal welfare takes precedence over individual rights 

under the social contract theory. This perspective 

emphasizes collective responsibility towards creating a 

functional society where everyone's basic needs are met. 

According to this line of thought, individuals must sacrifice 

some personal liberties for common goods such as 

healthcare or education for all citizens. Another 

contemporary viewpoint challenges traditional notions of 

what constitutes a "right" under the social contract theory.  

 

How does the concept of the social contract affect 

individual rights according to Hobbes? 

According to Hobbes, the concept of the social contract 

plays a crucial role in determining individual rights. He 

believed that in order for society to function smoothly, 

individuals must give up certain natural rights and freedoms 

in exchange for protection and security from the 

government. This idea is based on the belief that without an 

established authority to enforce laws and maintain peace, 

human nature would result in chaos and conflict. For 

Hobbes, this means that individual rights are not inherent or 

absolute but rather derived from the agreement made 

through the social contract. The government has a 

responsibility to protect these agreed-upon rights, such as 

life, liberty, and property. However, if an individual violates 

their part of the social contract by breaking laws or causing 

harm to others, then they forfeit their right to protection. 
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Furthermore, Hobbes also believed that it is ultimately up to 

the sovereign ruler or government to decide what constitutes 

as an individual's rights. This includes limiting freedoms 

such as speech and religion if they are seen as threats to 

maintaining order within society. Overall, Hobbes' view on 

the social contract highlights how important it is for 

individuals' actions and behaviors to be regulated in order 

for society to function effectively.  

 

Research Objective 

The main objective of this blog article is to critically 

examine the concept of individual rights under the social 

contract theory. This concept has been a key component in 

political philosophy, shaping our understanding of the 

relationship between the government and its citizens. 

Through an in-depth analysis, we will compare and contrast 

the ideas of three prominent philosophers - Thomas Hobbes, 

John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. These thinkers are 

known for their contributions to the development of social 

contract theory and their differing views on individual rights 

within this framework. 

 

There are following objectives on this study 

▪ To understand the concept of individual rights as 

proposed by Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-

Jacques Rousseau in their social contract theories. 

▪ To examine the similarities between Hobbes' theory of 

natural rights and Locke's idea of natural law in relation 

to individual rights. 

▪ To analyse how Rousseau's concept of the general will 

highlights the importance of collective decision making 

for safeguarding individual rights. 

▪ To explore how Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau address 

the issue of unequal distribution of power and resources 

among individuals within a society. 

▪ To investigate how these philosophers justify or limit 

the exercise of individual rights in times of conflict or 

crisis. 

▪ To compare and contrast Hobbes' belief in absolute 

authority with Locke's emphasis on limited government 

for protecting individual rights within a social contract 

framework. 

 

Hypothesis  

H0: The concept of individual rights is not a central aspect 

of the social contract theory according to Hobbes.  

H2: The concept of individual rights plays a fundamental 

role in Hobbes' interpretation of the social contract theory.  

 

Research Methodology 

The concept of individual rights has been a widely debated 

topic for centuries, with philosophers such as Hobbes, 

Locke, and Rousseau contributing to the discourse through 

their social contract theories. This research aims to examine 

the similarities and differences between these three 

influential thinkers in terms of how they conceptualize 

individual rights within the framework of social contract 

theory. In order to achieve this goal, secondary data from 

various sources will be utilized. Secondary data includes 

information that has already been gathered and analyzed by 

others, such as books, articles, and scholarly papers. This 

approach allows for a comprehensive exploration of the 

topic by drawing on a diverse range of perspectives and 

interpretations. It also enables a comparative analysis 

between Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau's ideas on individual 

rights without being limited by time or geographical 

constraints.  

 

Research Questions 

▪ How do Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau define 

individual rights within the framework of the social 

contract theory?  

▪ What are the main similarities and differences in their 

perspectives on individual rights?  

▪ How did Hobbes view individual rights as a means of 

ensuring social order and stability?  

▪ How does each of these thinkers justify the necessity 

for a social contract based on individual rights? 

▪ What is the relationship between natural law and 

individual rights as seen in these three theories? 

 

Methods of data analysis and data interpretation 

In this study, data from 200 respondents will be analyzed 

using IBM SPSS24 software, a platform which allows 

advanced statistical analysis of data. 

 

Data Discussion 

The concept of individual rights has been a subject of 

discussion and debate for centuries, with philosophers such 

as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

offering their own interpretations. In the context of social 

contract theory, these three thinkers explored the 

relationship between individuals and their government in 

regards to rights and freedoms. According to Hobbes' 

theory, individuals voluntarily enter into a social contract 

with their government in order to escape the state of nature 

where life is "nasty, brutish, and short." In this contract, 

individuals give up certain rights in exchange for protection 

from the sovereign ruler. Thus, under Hobbes' view, 

individual rights are not inherent but rather granted by the 

authority of the state. On the other hand, Locke's theory 

emphasizes that all individuals have natural rights that 

cannot be taken away or infringed upon by any governing 

body. These include but are not limited to life, liberty, and 

property. The purpose of government is to protect these 

natural rights and if it fails to do so or violates them it then 

it can justifiably be overthrown. Rousseau’s take on 

individual rights within the social contract differs slightly 

from both Hobbes’ and Locke’s theories.  

 

Findings 

After analyzing the concept of individual rights under the 

social contract theory, it becomes clear that there are both 

similarities and differences between the perspectives of 

Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. While all three philosophers 

believed in the need for a social contract to preserve order 

and protect individual rights, their views on what those 

rights entail and how they should be protected differed 

significantly. 

 

There are following findings on this study 

▪ State of Nature: According to Hobbes, the state of 

nature is a warlike condition where individuals are in 

constant conflict with each other. On the other hand, 

Locke and Rousseau view the state of nature as a 

peaceful and harmonious place. 
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▪ Natural Rights: All three philosophers believe that 

individuals have certain inherent rights such as life, 

liberty, and property. However, they differ in their 

understanding and interpretation of these rights. 

 

▪ Social Contract: Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau agree 

that individuals enter into a social contract to form a 

government for their own protection and security. 

However, they have different views on the purpose and 

terms of this contract. 

 

▪ Consent: According to Hobbes' theory, consent is 

given implicitly through the social contract while for 

Locke it must be given explicitly by each individual 

citizen. For Rousseau, consent should be unanimous for 

laws to be considered just. 

 

▪ Right to Revolution: All three philosophers 

acknowledge that there may come a point when 

individuals have the right to overthrow or alter their 

government if it fails to fulfill its duties towards them. 

 

▪ Achieving Civil Society: For Hobbes' philosophy civil 

society can only exist under an authoritarian rule 

whereas both Locke and Rousseau believe that it can 

thrive under democratic forms of government 

empowered by an informed populace, 

 

Suggestions 

After examining the social contract theory and its idea of 

individual rights through the perspectives of three influential 

philosophers - Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, it is evident 

that their thoughts differ in several ways. However, they do 

share some commonalities as well. In this section, we will 

dive deeper into these similarities and differences and offer 

suggestions for a better understanding of individual rights 

within the framework of social contract theory. 

 

There are following suggestions on this study 

▪ Begin by introducing the concept of individual rights 

and how it relates to social contract theory.  

▪ Provide a brief overview of Thomas Hobbes, John 

Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau as key thinkers in 

this area.  

▪ Highlight the similarities between their theories on 

individual rights under the social contract, such as the 

idea that individuals willingly give up some freedom 

for protection from a governing authority. 

▪ Consider how these ideas differ based on their views of 

human nature - Hobbes saw humans as inherently self-

interested while Rousseau believed they were 

inherently good.  

▪ Compare and contrast the views of Hobbes, Locke, and 

Rousseau on individual rights under the social contract 

theory.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the concept of individual rights under the 

social contract theory has been a heavily debated topic 

among political theorists for centuries. Hobbes, Locke, and 

Rousseau all presented their own unique ideas on the nature 

of individual rights in relation to the social contract. While 

these philosophers had differing views on certain aspects 

such as natural rights and the role of government in 

protecting them, there are also some striking similarities 

between their theories. All three believed that individuals 

possess inherent rights that must be protected by a sovereign 

power through a mutually agreed upon social contract. They 

also recognized that governments have an obligation to 

protect these individual rights rather than infringe upon 

them through excessive control or authority. Ultimately, 

while each philosopher may have had different perspectives 

and emphasized different aspects of individual rights within 

the social contract, they all aimed towards creating a just 

society where individuals could live freely and securely 

under the protection of their government's laws and 

institutions. 

 

Limitations of study 

While the concept of individual rights under the social 

contract theory is an important and highly debated topic, 

there are several limitations to consider when examining it 

through the works of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. One 

limitation is that these theorists lived in vastly different 

historical and cultural contexts, which may have influenced 

their ideas on individual rights. This makes it difficult to 

make direct comparisons between their theories as they 

were shaped by different societal pressures and values. 

Furthermore, each theorist had a unique understanding of 

human nature and its implications for the social contract. 

For example, Hobbes believed humans were inherently 

selfish and needed a strong government to maintain order, 

while Locke saw individuals as rational beings with natural 

rights that should be protected by the state. These varying 

views make it challenging to definitively determine how 

each theorist would define individual rights. Additionally, 

many scholars argue that focusing solely on individual 

rights neglects the importance of collective responsibility in 

society. The social contract theory emphasizes the give-and-

take relationship between individuals and their government; 

therefore, placing too much emphasis on individual rights 

could lead to a breakdown in this balance. 

 

Further Research 

One of the key elements of social contract theory is the 

concept of individual rights. This idea asserts that 

individuals possess certain inalienable rights that cannot be 

taken away by anyone, including the government. The three 

philosophers commonly associated with this theory- 

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau- 

all have different perspectives on how these individual 

rights should be protected and upheld within society. 

Hobbes believed that individuals must surrender their 

natural rights to a strong central authority in order to avoid 

living in a state of constant fear and chaos. According to 

him, the only way to maintain peace and stability was for 

people to enter into a social contract where they agree to 

follow the laws set forth by an absolute monarch. In 

contrast, Locke argued for more limited government control 

and stressed the importance of protecting individual 

property rights as well as personal liberties such as freedom 

of speech and religion. Rousseau’s view fell somewhere in 

between Hobbes' and Locke's ideologies. He believed that 

while individuals do give up some freedoms under a social 

contract, it is for their own benefit as it allows them to live 

together harmoniously in a democratic society where their 

voices are heard.  
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