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The Science of Modern Political Philosophy 

Alexander Anderson 

 

I would like to explore aspects of modern political philosophy, and their relation to the 
modern scientific project I see as their origin. To do this, I forward a critique of this “scientific” 
approach to political philosophy. I claim that it distorts the nature of the political as well as 
human nature in general. It is important to see that thinkers like Hobbes and Locke are really 
attempting to build an account of the political which mirrors the efforts of mechanical and 
mathematical sciences. Hobbes especially bases his style on Euclid, attempting to build 
everything from a set of starting axioms, allowing to move from sense to the state and finally to 
eschatology at the end of the Leviathan. One of the aims of laying out the arguments this way is 
to set up the state for a number of instrumental ends: that of peace and tranquility, specifically 
ordered to the fulfillment of the desires of the individuals which make up the society. This was 
framed explicitly in contrast to the classical (broadly Aristotelian) political philosophy which 
preceded them, and they were meant to be just as revolutionary as the new science. 

1. The Problem Within the New Science 

Modern Science and modern political philosophy have an intertwined history. This 
should not be surprising, as the advocates of the first were often the formulators of the second. 
Thinkers such as Hobbes sought to apply a systematic, mathematical approach to political 
thought like that which had been applied to the natural world. Modern political philosophy, like 
modern science, is “instrumental”, that is, it focuses largely on procedures (“instruments”) of 
state creation and maintenance. Just as modern science rejected Aristotle’s final cause in favor of 
the instrumental uses we give to a world perceived as inert before us, so has modern political 
thought rejected a common good in favor of the desires of the individuals within the state. This 
creates multiple tensions within the modern political philosophical project. The political analysis 
was based upon the model of modern scientific analysis, specifically as a “subject” observing 
“objects.” Since the objects of political analysis are themselves human subjects, this creates a 
bizarre dualism within humanity: humans emerge as both objects to be manipulated by the state 
and, paradoxically, as inviolable subjects. This creates much of the tension at the heart of the 
modern political project, the resolution of which we see in Hobbes’ Leviathan. I will focus 
largely on Hobbes in this paper, but I will do so with the assumption that these themes, and the 
problems they pose, are taken up by later thinkers, such as Locke and Kant.  

The era of modern science shares the emphasis that modern political philosophy places 
on instrumentality. Francis Bacon provides a very visceral image for this in The Masculine Birth 
of Time: 

I am come in very truth leading to you Nature with all her children to bind her to                  
your service and make her your slave… so may I succeed in my only earthly               
wish, namely to stretch the deplorably narrow limits of man's dominion over the             
universe to their promised bounds. (Bacon 1836 ,  chap. 1) 
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This “dominion over the universe,” which made nature a “slave” to human whims, was the goal 
that animated many of these early modern thinkers, including René Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, 
and John Locke. The purpose of inquiry into nature, for these thinkers, is to control it for the 
purpose of harnessing its power to human ends. A fascinating illustration of this instrumental 
mindset is provided to us by a list of goals for the scientific project drawn up by the chemist 
Robert Boyle sometime in the 1660’s. These included instrumental goals such a “the 
prolongation of life,” “The Recovery of Youth, or at least some of the Marks of it, as new Teeth, 
new Hair colour'd as in youth,” “The art of flying,” “The Attaining Gigantick Dimensions,” and 
“The Emulating of Fish without Engines by Custome and Education only”  (Alleyne 3 May 2010; 
interestingly, continuing the mentality pioneered by Bacon, Descartes, Hobbes, and Boyle, 
Alleyne includes modern technologies which can be said to have achieved Boyle’s goals). This is 
to be contrasted with pre-modern approaches to studying nature, which focused more on 
contemplating the harmony of nature’s ends—that is, it focused on the ends within nature itself 
and not on those ends we impose upon it. 

The emphasis that modern political philosophy places on instrumentality manifests itself 
in a preoccupation with the procedures of government. We can see this in Locke’s limited 
government, where government is ordered to the ends of the individuals that make them up. “The 
great and chief end, therefore, of men's uniting into commonwealths, and putting themselves 
under government, is the preservation of their property” (Locke 1689 [2010], chap. IX.).  Hobbes, 
similarly, sees the purpose of establishment of government in instrumental terms: “The final 
cause, end, or design of men (who naturally love liberty, and dominion over others) in the 
introduction of that restraint upon themselves, in which we see them live in Commonwealths, is 
the foresight of their own preservation” (Hobbes [1651] 2010, ch. XVII). The government was 
established to remove themselves from the state of war and better situate themselves to procure 
their desires, albeit in a way now limited by the state. The operative action here, though, is the 
instrumental trade of freedom for security, emphasized in terms of life in the case of Hobbes and 
in terms of property in the case of Locke (although each element is really present in both).  

In this way, government is seen as an instrument to the individual ends of those who 
make up the body politic, and not in any way seen as natural. While Aristotelian or Scholastic 
political philosophy might see a question such as “What is the nature of the political?” or “What 
end should political bodies aim for?” as the primary questions in political philosophy, it is only 
later that it asks what sort of structures might best achieve these goods. Modern political 
philosophy assumes the answer to this “what” is the individual’s own chosen ends, and seeks to 
set up procedures and structures that can best achieve those ends for everyone, balancing the 
ends and actions of each individual such that they are able to pursue their own ends to the utmost 
degree, without taking this opportunity away from others. This creates an emphasis on the 
procedural structures of government, making sure they are finely tuned to this task of creating 
open space for the attainment of individual desire. This is a shift in focus from seeing the 
political not as a natural entity, but as a tool wielded by the citizens.  

This instrumental account of the body politic also entails a rejection of a final cause for 
the whole of political society, and with that the idea of the common good. This, too, is influenced 
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by modern science. Coupled with the instrumental focus in modern science is a denial of the 
Aristotelian concept of final causality. Interestingly, Descartes makes this connection explicit, 
reimagining the objects in the world as tools of God: “I regard the common practice of 
explaining things in terms of their purposes to be useless in physics: it would be foolhardy of me 
to think that I can discover God's purposes” (Descartes 1641 [1993], Meditation IV).  The final 
cause of the thing is taken to be unknowable because they are taken to be external to the thing, 
given by a distant and unknowable God. This opens up space for our own ends and purposes to 
be imparted onto nature. Individuals form “neutral” matter into tools for achieving his own ends. 
In a similar way, the individuals that make up the state use a “neutral” state to achieve their ends. 

Hobbes himself denies a common good in the Aristotelean or Scholastic sense. People 
chafe under the common good: “...amongst [bees] the common good differeth not from the 
private; and being by nature inclined to their private, they procure thereby the common benefit. 
But man, whose joy consisteth in comparing himself with other men, can relish nothing but what 
is eminent” (Hobbes 1651 [2010], ch. XVII).  According to Hobbes, people are inclined only 
toward private goods, and must be coaxed toward any sort of common good. Thus the common 
good can only be seen as something like the average or sum of a large number of private goods. 
This echoes Descartes’s conception of the work of natural science, and foreshadows Hobbes’s 
own. As Douglass Jesseph (1996) put it, “[Hobbes’s] methodology therefore dictates that the 
scope of natural science be restricted to the investigation of the mechanical causes of natural 
phenomena, and it entails a rejection of a Scholastic-Aristotelean natural philosophy grounded in 
the consideration of such nonmechanical principles as substantial forms or final causes” (86-87). 
Since Hobbes considered political philosophy to be a “civil science” on par with “natural 
science” (Sorell 1996, 49),  he attempted this erasure of final causes in the realm of political 
philosophy as well. The political, however, must be understood as having some end, insofar as 
the state, and the people operating within it, are consciously working toward achieving ends. 
This ties back to the instrumentalism of modern political philosophy. The only ends allowed the 
state are the private ends of individuals, which seek to control and manipulate others to achieve 
their ends. This, again, gives a precedence to procedures and structures. 

Modern political philosophy also borrows its methodology from modern science. This 
comes with a certain vision of the world, and certain a model of investigating this world. This is 
the model of the subjective observer passively observing the world in front of him. As the 
historian John Lukacs (2002) describes it, this is “[o]bjectivity: meaning principally the ideal 
(and, alas, so often the pretense) of an absolute and antiseptic separation of the observer from the 
subject or object of his observation” (88).  The objectivity of science is seen as a radical 
separation between the observer and the observed: the observer is not really seen as part of the 
world of objects that he is submitting to scientific analysis, and the “objects” are not seen as 
possible subjective observers. The observer attempts to come disinterested and neutral, the 
observer pretends to describe things “as they are,” and ends up with Cartesian results: a dualistic 
separation between the thinking thing and the extended thing. This, again, ties into the 
instrumentality of modern science, allowing the scientist to come from outside nature and 
engineer for it new ends. 

How does this get worked out in the political thought of these early modern thinkers? 
There was a great desire to come up with an account of the political and of the state that would 
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have this very same objectivity. This desire very much animated Hobbes: “Hobbes wished to be 
seen as an important scientist himself—an important worker in the field of optics and no less 
than the inventor of the science of politics” (Sorell 1996, 45). Hobbes truly saw the work of the 
Leviathan as applying the new techniques of scientific inquiry to the field of the political and 
sought to achieve this largely by attempting to copy the methodology from Euclid’s Elements. 
“It is well-known that Hobbes took geometry as the ideal for all demonstrative knowledge” 
(Jesseph 1996, 87). Just as Descartes sought to achieve complete objectivity in science and 
philosophy by attempting to base all knowledge on similar foundations as mathematical 
knowledge (see Descartes 1637 [2005], Part I ),  so did Hobbes wish to ground political thought 1

on solid and objective foundations by trying to emulate Euclid’s method of moving from simple 
axioms to complex systems, or in the case of Hobbes’ Leviathan, from motion and senses all the 
way to the Commonwealth and finally to eschatology. Hobbes believed that by laying out the 
unfolding logic of his position in this way, he could achieve scientific objectivity even in the 
exploration of a system so complicated as the state.  

2. The Problem Within Political Philosophy 

However, the quest for a completely objective political philosophy is a fraught one, and 
contains within it a paradox. The ideal of objectivity, as I noted above, depends on “an absolute 
and antiseptic separation” (Lukacs 2002, 88).  between the observer and the objects observed. 
The objects of a political philosophy or “civil science,” of course, are human beings. The 
observer is invariably a party to the class of the observed within political philosophy. This means 
that true objectivity in this sense in political philosophy is impossible. However, I do not think 
that this is where our investigation should end on this matter: this internal paradox in the heart of 
modern political philosophy is at the heart of the peculiar creature that populates it: that of the 
individual. Hobbes’ anthropology is set up from the ground up on the senses, which are the bases 
for the desires: 

Concerning the thoughts of man, I will consider them first singly, and afterwards             
in train or dependence upon one another. Singly, they are every one a             
representation or appearance of some quality, or other accident of a body without             
us, which is commonly called an object. Which object worketh on the eyes, ears,              
and other parts of man's body, and by diversity of working produceth diversity of              
appearances. 

The original of them all is that which we call sense, (for there is no               
conception in a man's mind which hath not at first, totally or by parts, been               
begotten upon the organs of sense). The rest are derived from that original.             
(Hobbes 1651 [2010], ch. I) 

1  “I was especially delighted with the mathematics, on account of the certitude and evidence of 
their reasonings; … I was astonished that foundations, so strong and solid, should have had no 
loftier superstructure reared on them. On the other hand, I compared the disquisitions of the 
ancient moralists to very towering and magnificent palaces with no better foundation than sand 
and mud” 
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Senses are “thoughts” in Hobbes’ system, and they ultimately form the basis of our desires. 
Notice, here, though, that Hobbes takes great care to formulate his anthropology in objective and 
mechanistic terms. After describing the action of the desires and aversions which Hobbes sees as 
the mechanistic and deterministic driver of all human action, Hobbes switches gears and starts 
discussing the “laws of nature,” the first of which “is the liberty each man hath to use his own 
power as he will himself for the preservation of his own nature” (ibid., ch. XIV).  Hobbes 
continues to discuss other laws, such as the law of contract.  

It would be a mistake to see Hobbes’ sudden shift from describing physical processes 
driving human actions to the laws of nature as a shift between a scientific mode and a moral one. 
Hobbes clearly sees himself as still simply describing the situation of man, not prescribing 
anything. The point of the laws is to create mechanisms for which humans rationally decide to 
enter a social contract, creating the Leviathan of the Commonwealth which will instrumentally 
provide the protection for their lives which is lacking in the state of nature. According to Hobbes, 
all of this action follows mechanically from our senses, desires, aversions, and the actions of 
other humans. Even if we grant this, there is a shift of emphasis that we must notice here. Where 
before Hobbes considered man as we might consider a dissected frog, with each of its parts laid 
out so that we may grasp the mechanistic movement which leads to the action of the whole, now 
Hobbes considers man as a subjective actor making rational decisions about his own future 
chances of survival. Where before man is a specimen, he is now an individual.  

Here we see the paradox in the scientific approach to political philosophy. Man must 
occupy, simultaneously, the positions of both subject and object within the same system. He 
must be both in the system and in a way stand outside of it. Here we can see the connections to 
the other two markers: man makes up the state but he is also able to stand outside it, in a way, 
allowing both the creation of the state and the use of it instrumentally. Further, any end of the 
state will be given by these actions of creating and using the state by man as an inviolable subject 
outside the state. This action of man as subject, however, does not eliminate man as object. Man 
is also within the Commonwealth and subject to its power. For Hobbes, that power is nearly 
absolute. The individual cannot free himself from the sovereign, and “consequently none of his 
subjects, by any pretence of forfeiture, can be freed from his subjection” (Hobbes 1651 [2010], 
chap. XVIII).  The sovereign has the power to do anything to his subjects he deems necessary for 
the instrumental end of defense and cannot be put to death or really held accountable in any way 
for it: 

consequently to that which was said last, no man that hath sovereign power can              
justly be put to death, or otherwise in any manner by his subjects punished. For               
seeing every subject is author of the actions of his sovereign, he punisheth another              
for the actions committed by himself. 

And because the end of this institution is the peace and defence of them              
all, and whosoever has right to the end has right to the means, it belonged of right                 
to whatsoever man or assembly that hath the sovereignty to be judge both of the               
means of peace and defence, and also of the hindrances and disturbances of the              
same; and to do whatsoever he shall think necessary to be done, both beforehand,              
for the preserving of peace and security, by prevention of discord at home, and              
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hostility from abroad; and when peace and security are lost, for the recovery of              
the same. (Ibid.) 

The sovereign, then, stands in the same relation to the populace as the modern scientists stands to 
the world. He is able to use and dispose of the populace in the same way as he is able to form 
inert matter to achieve his ends. The sovereign is something like the ultimate subjective force 
within the commonwealth, and this is a paradox, since he was elevated to this lofty position by 
the subjects which make up the populace in pursuit of their instrumental ends.  

Locke and subsequent thinkers have attempted to soften the conclusions of Hobbes on 
this point, but they retain his mechanics. The sovereign’s power and subjectivity is gained by the 
populace giving up their own power and subjectivity. The adjustments in Hobbes’s system are 
often in the direction of limiting the instrumental power of the sovereign, thus providing more 
instrumental power for the sovereign’s subjects. However, the sovereign’s power is always 
conceived in this same instrumental way. In Locke’s scheme, our liberty is always checked 
against the authority placed above it. Power and freedom are always, owing to this objective and 
instrumental design, opposed to each other, and our freedom is therefore always limited within 
the context of the state, and within society in general. The most important, and most intuitively 
contradictory consequence of the Lockean is this: freedom being conceived this way, it does not 
make sense to consider man a social creature by nature, since the social is always seen as 
limiting him. Philosophical views that arrive at this conclusion make a mistake about and 
distortion of human nature. These arise from the objective and instrumental view of man and 
society that are inherited from the methods of modern science into political thought.  

3. Conclusion 

Early modern thinkers attempted to enact a revolution in political thought just as they 
inaugurated a revolution in political thought. But this revolution was, from the beginning, a 
flawed one. The detached, instrumental standpoint that was behind the revolution in science was 
imported into the political sphere, where the questions it set aside were indeed tremendously 
important. The result is full of tensions and contradictions which are still with us today in the 
thought of such 20th century philosophers as, for example, John Rawls and others. These latter 
rely on little more than modified versions of Thomas Hobbes’s political assumptions, imported 
from the modern scientific methods of his day. Any future political thought will have to move 
beyond this instrumental viewpoint, to incorporate something of the human good.  
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