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SOCIETY  AND  SOCIABILITY (1) 
 
 
 
 
Keys for the definition of society in general and human society in particular 
 
 The essential characteristic of sociability rooted in the human person claims society as 
its real and concrete realm of manifestation. Society as such requires at least three key 
elements in its definition:  
 
a)  a plurality or multiplicity of really distinct members: It is not sufficient that its members 

be distinct only potentially, functionally or virtually. What is required is that they be 
many, a certain unity of nature or essence making communication possible amongst 
themselves, notwithstanding; 

 
b)  union: unity among the many and not «unicity». This union is based on a certain natural 

tendency or inclination intrinsic to that society's members. This union may take various 
forms, as a purely physical one (i.e. occupying the same spatio-temporal niche or 
habitat), a biologically specific one (i.e., belonging to the same genus, specie or family) 
or a spiritual one (i.e., a unity in the ends or ideals to which its members are freely 
committed); 

 
c) a shared life: the cluster of relationships of mutual interdependence with a view not 

only to the survival of individual members, but also to the perfection of those who 
participate in it. A shared life is possible only when specifically human activities are 
carried out in common; in other words, when and where an atmosphere of dialogue is 
present, since what is distinctive of the human specie is the meaningful and effective 
use of the word or reason (logos). 
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 Aristotle affirms in the Politics that where these requirements are best met is in human 
societies. On the contrary, whoever is incapable of living in society or has no need of it, being 
sufficient unto himself, is either an animal or a god. «Incapacity» here must be understood 
either in the sense that one lacks the relevant faculty for social life, or that he has no need of 
it. Sociability being a property of human nature, it simply cannot be absent in any human 
being. In other words, there is no such thing as «a-social» human beings; contrarywise, these 
would be no human beings at all. Society is an entity which, by its essence, is exclusive to 
men, and therefore does not consider the strictly supernatural sphere (the gods of Aristotelian 
theology) nor the infrahuman one (irrational forms of life and inert objects). 
 
 
  Irrational life forms are inflexibly organized according to the dictates of their instincts, 
as is the case of some gregarious animals, for example. Nevertheless, each member of this 
animal «society» is already completely equipped by nature to fulfill its role or function; it 
does them automatically or «mechanically», without the interference of any superior (in the 
sense of spiritual) faculty. Analogously, purely spiritual beings (once again, those 
contemplated by Aristotelian theology) have no need of social life. Each is an exemplar unto 
its own and can not communicate –by default– with any like itself. (Besides, any such act of 
communication would not «enrich» it, in any significant sense.) These purely spiritual beings 
are fully equipped and determined by their own nature to reach the goals they propose. They 
possess in themselves all that is necessary for their existence and perfection, not at all having 
to depend on anything exterior to them. 
 
 In classical Greek society, suffering ostracism, or the prohibition of living amongst 
citizens, is equivalent to suffering capital punishment. It demonstrates the importance of 
speech, as that which characterizes the Greeks. The barbarians are those who are unable to 
speak, or those whose speech cannot be understood. They are reduced, therefore, to a 
«private» –in the sense of «isolated»– existence (as idiotes); as opposed to the social life of 
citizens. 
 
 Society is thus the union of men who help each other in the attainment of common 
goals, first and foremost of which is that of a fully human existence. In a certain sense, society 
seeks a rational explanation of its origin. 
 
 
 
The origin of society 
 
The historical approach 
 
 Taking time, as affected by free human decisions as the criterion, there are two 
possible answers to the question of the origin of society: that of classical political philosophy 
and that of modern political philosophy. 
 
 In the former, the view of man as a person (that is, as a being essentially, on equal 
counts, individual and social) predominates. Therefore, in his «original» or «natural» state, 
man already is a social being. The problem of the historical origin of society is thus, almost 
meaningless. The main concern of this kind of political philosophy, rather, lies in the search 
for the best form of government or regime (different solutions to the problem of sovereignty 
such as monarchy, oligarchy or democracy) through which the ends of society may be reached 
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and furthered. In any case, its answer to the previous question runs along the following 
«factual» lines: first was the family, then came the village, then later on the city («civil 
society», not to be confused with the «state», which is but one of its evolving forms). As can 
be seen, Aristotle's response consists in an open and flexible scheme. 
 
 The latter, for which man is above all an individual, distinguishes between a «natural» 
or «a-social state» and a «civil» or «political state». The supposedly historical transit from 
one state to the other is simultaneous to the giving up of power on the part of the individual to 
the ruler. The question for the origin of society therefore overlaps with that of the legitimacy 
of the power exercised by the ruler (who, after all, has only received power from each of the 
individual, who in turn remain as its true proprietors). Social life is understood here as the 
egotistic calculation of the power which one gives up and the power which he retains in order 
to reach his own goals and aims (basically, more pleasure and power). Latent in this attitude is 
the demand for a philosophical account of what is known in Christian theology as the state of 
man before the Fall (i.e., human nature prior to original sin). 
 
 
The systematic approach 
 
 In broad lines, we may distinguish three different groups of theories which seek to 
explain the origin of society. In the first place we have the contractualist theories, for which 
society is a mere product or result of the free will of individuals. By «will» what is actually 
meant is impulse, desire or passion and not the superior spiritual potency subject to reason. 
This, of course, conditions the meaning we are to attach to the modifier «free»: the absence or 
rather, purposeful ignorance of a rational nature makes it an equivalent of simple arbitrariness. 
There are two kinds of exponents of contractualist theories: those for whom individual human 
beings before entering the social contract were full of malice and evil (Hobbes, Locke); and 
those for whom individuals were pure and innocent (Rousseau and other «Robinsonians»). In 
the second place, we have the naturalist theories according to which society exclusively 
comes out as the result of natural evolution. Proponents of such theories are Hegel (relatively, 
a more «spiritual» version) and Comte (a more «material» version). Both would agree in 
viewing society as the outcome of a struggle for self-consciousness which ultimately issues in 
the dominance of technical rationality in the world (technocracy). And in the third place, we 
have the theories based on the human person properly understood. Society is thus explained 
both as an exigency of nature (voluntas ut natura) and of free will (voluntas ut ratio). This is 
the position adopted by Aristotle (Politics) and Thomas Aquinas (Commentary on the 
Politics, De regimine Principum). As we have previously said, these are all different ways of 
explaining the passage from the «state of nature» to the «social or political state». 
 
 We shall take the teachings of Hobbes as a sample of the contractualist theories. For 
him, the first human beings lived in a pre-political state, without any form of civil 
government. The dominating passion then was one of fear, due to the lack of an established 
power to control the prevailing anti-social or predative tendencies among individuals. Society 
originates in the desire to leave this extremely precarious situation in which each one runs 
equal danger of being killed by the other (a permanent state of war). Self-preservation, which 
comes to be the only thing individuals really value, is seriously threatened by this equality in 
homicidal capacities. The origin of the act of association, therefore, is neither mutual 
sympathy nor a common need with a view to perfection, but rather, mutual fear and 
selfishness. Individuals enter into the social pact led by its promise of utility or by their own 
ambition; always for self- love and never out of benevolence (love of the other for himself). 
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 Hobbes constructs society on two infallible postulates. The first is the cupiditas 
naturalis, or the desire of each one to make use of the goods held in common exclusively for 
himself. And the second is the ratio naturalis, which consists solely in each one's intent to 
avoid a violent death as the worst of all evils. The only guiding principle of conduct in this 
pre-political state is that of doing anything and everything so as to preserve one's life (survival 
as the absolute good). 
  
 Hobbes represents man as determined absolutely in his conduct by his passions –
among them, the fear of a violent death– which follow quasi-mechanical laws. There are no 
moral absolutes. The only criterion of morality is arbitrary human will in its struggle for 
survival. 
 
 Our representative of the naturalist theories is Hegel. He likewise understands the 
origin of society in terms of a struggle; but not of a bellum omnium contra omnes, nor of an 
all-out effort to protect one's life against a violent death, but of a struggle for self-affirmation, 
social recognition and power. 
 
 True to the principle that self-consciousness only acquires its full satisfaction in 
another self-consciousness, the Phaenomenologie des Geist describes such a struggle of the 
spirit through two extended metaphors. The first one deals with the relationship between the 
Hebrew God and his people. The fight for recognition together with the submission to a 
common lord is the phenomenon which gives rise to the community of human beings in a 
state. Power is fundamental in this phenomenon in the same way that it is fundamental to law 
(i.e., the power to coerce). The appearance of such a power marks the historical beginning of 
the state (which, in the Hegelian framework, is the final stage of evolution of civil society). 
The other allegory deals with the dialectical relationship between the master and the slave. 
Although in principle, the slave represents a dependent consciousness whose essence lies in 
living and being for «the other» or the master, an independent consciousness whose essence is 
being for itself; in truth as well as in fact, the need is reciprocal. The slave because he is such, 
seeks to eliminate the master, and the master, realizing this threat, tries to suppress the slave; 
but both know that life, as each of them knows it, is impossible for one without the other. 
  
 For Hegel, too, as with Hobbes, the maxim «in principio erat bellum» holds; and the 
perhaps unrealizable end of the dialectical evolutionary process remains to be peaceful 
coexistence among individuals in the state. 
 
 Finally, the Aristotelian account (to which those inspired in natural law could be 
assimilated). In the Politics, the Stagirite reconstructs the origin of the polis in a «historical» 
fashion, rather than through an abstract or conceptual derivation. First of all, he speaks of the 
family as the original community provided by nature to meet the needs of daily living. Next 
comes the town or village, which is the community derived from the union of several different 
families in order to satisfy wider needs. Then comes the city or the polis, which is the 
«perfect» community formed by several towns. It is called thus because it is a self-sufficient 
community, ready and able to satisfy the conditions for a good, flourishing life. 
 
 As is evident, Aristotle presents us with an open and flexible structure which could be 
applied without essential changes to human associations of whatever place and period (e.g. 
provisions for an international society). Between primitive society (family) and the state, for 
example, as a form of civil society, a strong continuity could be established. 
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