A Judgement on the Establishment of Thinking in Society
Jevan Furmanski    History 515  Professor V. Foley

I.  
Morality as a part of the thinking of Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Locke

First, it is pertinent to examine the way in which Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Locke tried to understand the general world and so apply rules to the conduct of people.  The most fascinating thread between the three men is that beginning with Machiavelli, a social science was created.  That is the operations of man and the machinations of society were ultimately subject to laws of nature just as the rest of the universe.  In Machiavelli’s time this was a shocking break from the theologically centered view of God’s invisible hand guiding human advance.  So it is now established that man owes nothing to the great creator when it comes to the precipitation or outcome of events.  Let us further examine now how Machiavelli came to view the world in this way, and how this in turn effected the way in which he saw the rules for conduct among men.


Machiavelli was born 1469, as a Renaissance man, and entered into the diplomatic service of the Florence city-state at 29.  He became quite familiar with the many forms of government in Italy, and had much fuel for thought when the Republic of Florence was thrown down, and the Medicis put back in charge.  Further, just previous to his diplomatic tenure, various armed bands from enemy city-states roamed and raped their neighboring states, which led to a more fragmented Italy.  We will hear echoes from this in his works, which provide a chilling warning against the divided state; fifteen years after he wrote The Prince, Italy was invaded by mercenaries hired by the Holy Roman Empire, and Rome sacked.  As a disillusioned patriot, this was exactly what he was trying to prevent.  


Machiavelli then it can be seen in hindsight had ample reason to worry about invasion, foreign or domestic.  That however is not exactly what can be said to have shaped his specific outlook on man, just his intent.  As a man in the Renaissance, he had available to him the works of other great thinkers of the time and of great Roman and Greek classics.  He then came to understand the world as seen by classic authors, as an educated man, but he also had seen the inner workings of the political machine at a time when the motivations for all things were being questioned and examined.  In the writing of The Prince, then, he was writing a work on the motivation for effective rule of a country or state, to the end of protecting the people from brutality.  The Prince, as an enlightened man, nevertheless must set aside “what should be”, and concentrate on “what is”, or specifically what HE is going to do.  He had taken off the kid gloves of political writing, and bared the truth of Italian politics- men had been acting as it suited them now for sometime, but all previous philosophies had taught that the enlightened should follow the higher law of what should be.  In Machiavelli’s world, rulers disobeyed convention in order to keep power, and men were naturally vicious creatures that did not willfully conform to reason.  The justification of the absolute rule of a man is in this assumption of the evil intentions of other men.  The Prince must be ruthless for no man can ultimately be trusted.  Further, division among the people leads to a weaker state, and the weaker state will be eventually devoured by a stronger one. In that the Prince is the one figurehead of the state, his interests to keep power and order are directly tied to the interests of the state and the welfare of the citizens.  Now that the Prince’s interests are the foremost of the state, he may do anything in order to maintain power, to prevent disorder in the state.  This is his proof for the amoral conduct of the Prince.  It is fair to note however, that it is a Prince’s duty to state that gives him the power to do as is necessary, not personal gain or vanity.  Duty to the whole is the noble cause that he calls for from all people, and the Prince is the most important in that he protects the populous of the state.  In removing personal intentions from view, in thinking for the state, the actions of the Prince are not subject to examination as much as their outcome.  The grandiose idea of actions on behalf of the state releases the Prince from personal scrutiny, and only the benefit to the state is then measured.  I go into this much detail in that Machiavelli’s thoughts on the good of the state are echoed throughout political thought, and it is important to site them at the onset of examination of political thought.  


Similar to Machiavelli, Hobbes and Locke lived in a time of new thinking, of rationalization of the world and of expanding understanding.  Further, with Newton and his ilk, the world was becoming more mechanistic, more understandable by man, and for certain it seemed that nothing was left to mystery beyond human intellect.  Machiavelli said that man behaved in a predictable manner.  Man is the same now as a thousand years previous, and a thousand years hence.  Hobbes said that all things can be examined and the nature of anything can be followed all the way down to the most elementary motivations.  Human thought, sensory perception, all can be understood with a little metaphysical geometry.  From men like Gallileo and later Newton he got ample tools to use in the attempt to reduce human motivation to basic physical principles.  He compared the corporeal body of man as just a complex mechanism, made of wheels and levers and such.  The whole world was corporeal and therefore open to examination, and that which was immaterial and could not be examined should be disregarded as non-existent.  Hobbes in many ways thought like Machiavelli.  However, perhaps his much more rigorously mechanistic and axiomatic way of looking at the world gave him a much nastier view of people.  Hobbes too grew up in a time of great political divisiveness, the English civil war.  To a man so grounded in absolute truth, in the complete accounting of events, it must have been quite difficult to feel good about an animal that time and time again committed vicious crimes against others without hesitation.  In the view that all men are predisposed to violent action, and naturally achieve a warlike state, he saw that order must be imposed to prevent the destruction of all people in an anarchistic meat-grinder.  So, in a slightly more pessimistic way than Machiavelli, he sees that the only hope of the people is to be ruled by a sovereign power.  The diversion: that the people, in their own best interest, should collectively create that power and raise him above the rest.  The monarch owes nothing to the people, and can act as he wills in order to prevent chaos at all costs.  Now it is made clear just what Hobbes thought about the nature of man and about how to maintain order.  There is no predisposition toward order in man, so no assumptions can be made as to good will, and man is naturally at the lowest possible level of morality.  He will kill in order not to be killed, and will suspect all others of trying to take his life.  An important point: that man naturally has NO morality.  What is to be said of imposed rules and morality?  Just as in Machiavelli, duty and obedience are the only true rules, in the defense of the body of the state.  The people somehow collectively select someone who they will obey, and give up all power to this entity in order to ensure protection against other nasty and brutish fellows.  The great sovereign at the top now cares nothing for the opinion for the peon and acts as he sees fit to ensure the common good.  This exemplifies the rest of his opinion concerning morality.  Since man will always default to a state of war and anarchy, the sovereign must do what ever is necessary to prevent that.  It is interesting to note that his doctrine is almost completely domestic in intent, as a result of the violence of the civil war, possibly non-foreign in scope due to the distance of England from outside invasion.  In any case, there is almost a complete lack of morality in his considerations; there is no inherent covenant between individuals besides the mutual obedience to the sovereign, and there is no restriction of the actions of the sovereign.  While Machiavelli argued against turmoil as a divisive state that would invite invasion, this still allows for interior laws and self government to a degree that it does not effect foreign policy or effect the power of the despot in any way.  Given the assumptions of Hobbes about the nature of humans and their conflict, there is no room to allow people to choose their relations amongst each other.  Every facet of society must be crafted by this great architect, and all men are just children in his playground.  


Locke comes onto the scene slightly after the English civil war, and from the opposite side of it.  His father served as an officer in the parliamentary army, and Locke grew up feeling empathy for the people and their plight.  Locke became well educated, and made contributions in many scientific subjects, including medicine.  Locke as a physician, and a surgeon, I find most interesting because it is this pursuit which more than anything allows one to see that the human body, and therefore mind, can be understood with rational, mechanistic reasoning.  It is understandable, subject to physical law, and if understood benefit can be realized.  He is said to have performed a lifesaving operation on his lord and patron Lord Shaftesbury.  

As a scientist and surgeon, his worldview is quite evident.  He comes from a different starting point than Hobbes and Machiavelli; he puts the ability to reason at the heart of human capability, not brutish warlike tendency.  From this, he sees that all men are equal in their natural ability to reason.  At the very heart of all men is the ability to consult this reason and come to a few inescapable conclusions concerning the conduct of men.  These conclusions as “natural law” are that no one should harm another’s life, stuff, or liberty in that all people have the same inherent position in society as natural reasoning animals.  He also takes cuts at Hobbes, as he attacks the erection of a sovereign power by attacking unnatural concentration of power as the driving force behind much of human conflict.  He attacked the view that society is purely governed by the application of force and violence, since this would “lay a foundation for perpetual disorder and mischief, tumult, sedition, and rebellion-- things that-- the followers of that hypotheses so loudly cry out against…”

Locke’s morality is then self-evident.  This is not intended as a pun exactly, but it is to say that he thought that man results to reason, or often “common sense”, and that certain self-evident truths dictate a society of equals, and one governed by reason alone.  In a way, he was rigidly moralistic in that all men should behave toward one another in an equitable manner, according to a general equality based on equal capacity to reason.  Further, the government exists to further understand the workings of the natural human animal, in order to create a better and more stable equitable state through law and reason.  

Thus, I have outlined how Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Locke treated the human animal with respect to its nature, and according to the scientific thinking of their times.  In analyzing the human with scientific, or axiomatic, methodology, certain assumptions or assertions on the operation of the human mind were made by each.  These assumptions are essential to understanding the intent of their writings, as are the circumstances surrounding the author prior to publication of the works.  These circumstances inevitably influenced each of their viewpoints on the world, and later influenced many other scholars and philosophers in time.  How valid are these assumptions, and how meaningful are the thoughts of these three great men when their framework is closely examined?  These things I will address in my next essay.

II. Rationality, reason, and its validity in application


At the heart of the thinking of the preceding philosophers was an attempt to understand the nature of man just as understanding about the universe was rapidly taking place.  To all of them, there is no reason that man is exempt in any way from the laws that govern all matter- in fact man most likely will act similarly to all other matter in the universe.  It is this attempt to understand the most basic and atomic nature of man, which is at the core of the understanding that Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Locke have shown in their writings. This fundamentalism, this application of scientific principals to all things not understood, outlined much of their thinking, especially that of Hobbes.  To Hobbes, all things can be understood by objective reasoning, and all things can be deduced from basic infallible axioms or properties of nature.  

But also, let us classify the thinking of these men in another way.  The science of the time of Newton was to understand the mathematical rules that the universe followed.  There is a rigid structure of laws that govern the motions and nature of all things, and it exists everywhere and at all times.  We are a part of that framework as matter.  Where I believe that Social Science diverges from the Scientific Method is here.  Science continues to investigate the universe in order to find new phenomena, and classify them.  These new phenomena are then tested on other circumstances or situations to prove their validity.  The social scientist makes some assertions about the fundamental nature of man, with respect to the larger order, but the order that he imposes on the thought of man goes largely unexamined.  In fact, imposing on man an unnatural order is the basis for rebellion. To be fair, Locke did mention that the government existed to further discover the nature of man, and better administrate according to these conclusions.  This is a much more balanced statement than admitting that all men act the same way, and in a single way.  

The absoluteness involved with mechanistic thought has had far reaching effects on all of human society.  I call this framework of these objective scientists the external structure method.  This means that there is order in all things, and that we are subject to that same order.  This thinking has echoes all the way back from Aristotle, who proposed a rigid view of the world that included God (or god) at the top of all things, and everything had a defined place in the world according to its purpose.  This imposed hierarchical order of things allows for one to imagine that all things below him exist for his exploitation- or at least that is the direction that the biblical types like St. Thomas Aquinas went.  Generalizations based on this vague, yet unalterable, universal structure provided for infallible proof that some cultures were definitely inferior to others, and therefore could be exploited like cattle.  


It is exactly this kind of adaptation of “science” that is at the heart of many problems that we face as a society.  An agile adaptation of Aristotle allows for the conversion or destruction of other cultures, a blind examination of Hobbes allows for complete tyrannical rule, and the execution of troublemakers and revolutionaries.  Application of scientific principals to misunderstood, or perhaps fledgling, ideas is dangerous in that it often seems that the previous proof of the principles are enough validation for their application.  For example, it has been shown that the modeling of living systems, such as populations of animals in state parks, with modern mathematics has had detrimental and permanent effects on the environment.    


There is another structured way of thinking that I would like to address- I call it the internal structured method.  This view came about in the work of people like Berkley and Hume, and finally Kant, and is summarized as follows.  We interpret the world and its workings with our senses, and that is all that we can do.  We by habit see cause and effect as a temporal relationship, where one event then precipitates another.  In effect, we cannot perceive the forces that cause the precipitation; therefore we can infer nothing about the nature of the relationship.  Further, as Kant asserts, the structure of the world is of course that which we perceive.  This structure is due not to the laws of the universe, but only to the nature of the human brain, and the way that it interprets information!  Human interpretation is the reason for structure in the universe, and all due to a basic, undeniable nature of the human brain.  Thus the structure of the universe is due to us, not invisible forces unexplained.  A sideways step from this reasoning is that the brain causes ALL things to occur, or further as later had quite an impact on Europe, that the human will can force order onto the world.  


The view that we need not look for the reasons for nature’s workings outside ourselves is just as irresponsible as transplanting scientific reasoning into new pots without new examination and justification.  Now by this reasoning, all things are in the end derived inside our minds, and we owe little proof of these self-evident qualities to others.  Not to be cliché, but much of this mindset can be exemplified by Hitler and his view of the will conquering the lesser people, his will then imposing his vision of the world. His will, and mechanized army, almost did impose order on the whole world, but not without machine guns and gasoline.  



With regard to this rigid, mechanistic view to the understanding of the universe I would then conclude that in all things we must be cautious in our generalizations.  Humanity seems all too eager to exploit any recourse, and often all that is required is some kind of justification for the onset a reprehensible act.  In science today, not only is the frontier of understanding constantly challenged, but the gaps or inconsistencies left behind are also examined in order to provide a complete view of the workings of the universe. 

In short, actions based on broad generalizations, especially those not tested in the field they are applied to, are dangerous.  With respect to these actions, we now as a society have the ability to make a poor decision based on faulty reasoning and render huge areas of land completely uninhabitable.  We are perhaps becoming accustomed to not questioning, as a people, the proofs and conclusions of science.  Instead, we (that is every one of us) should become intimately involved with the understanding of the world, and should never be governed by the unchallenged ideas of some guy.  In this regard I think that Locke hit the mark most closely in his assessment that we all must try to govern all things with reason, and must also strive to find more natural truth about the world and ourselves.  Perhaps, only with this endeavor to understand the nature of things, instead of deducing it, is the best advice on how we should perceive and hence shape our reality.
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