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The arrangement of citizens agreeing to abide by the rules or laws set forth by a given 
society in return for protection is commonly referred to as the social contract. Hobbes 
introduced this idea, but it was emphasized by all the other Enlightenment theorists after 
him, such as Rousseau, Locke, Voltaire, and Montesquieu, and it embodies their underly-
ing philosophies. Although all the Enlightenment philosophers had significant differences 
of belief, the one belief they had in common was that in the social contract. This idea that 
people invest in the laws of their society in exchange for the guarantee that they will be 
protected from others who violate those laws is universal across all the Enlightenment 
philosophers.

Another shared belief among Enlightenment philosophers was that each individual 
should have a say in the government, especially in the justice system. Virtually all the 
Enlightenment philosophers also emphasized fairness in determining who was guilty, 
as well as the appropriate punishments or sentences for misconduct. During the time 
in which they wrote, Enlightenment philosophers saw individuals who stole a loaf 
of bread to feed their families receive death sentences, while upper-class individu-
als who had stolen large sums of money or even committed murder were pardoned. 
This not only goes against common sense but also violates the social contract. After 
all, if citizens observe certain persons being excused from punishment for violation 
of the law, their belief in the social contract will break down. This same standard 
can be applied to modern times. For exam-
ple, when Los Angeles police officers who 
were filmed beating a suspect were acquitted 
of criminal charges, a massive riot erupted 
among members of the community. This is a 
good example of the social contract breaking 
down, largely due to the realization that the 
government failed to punish members of the 
community (significantly, police officers) who 
had violated the rules.

Perhaps the most relevant concept the 
Enlightenment philosophers highlighted, as 
mentioned above, was the idea that human 
beings are rational and therefore have free will. 
The philosophers of this age focused on the 
ability of individuals to consider the conse-
quences of their actions, and the philosophers 
assumed that people freely choose how to 
behave, especially in regard to criminal activ-
ity. We shall see that this was an extremely 
important part of Enlightenment philosophy, 
which the Father of Criminal Justice assumed 
in his formulation of what is considered to 
be the first bona fide theory for why people  
commit crime.

The Classical School 
of Criminology

The foundation of the Classical School of 
criminological theorizing can be traced to the 
Enlightenment philosophers discussed above, 
but the more specific and well-known origin 

social contract: an 
Enlightenment ideal 
or assumption that 
stipulates an unspecified 
arrangement among 
citizens in which they 
promise the state or 
government not to commit 
offenses against other 
citizens and in turn gain 
protection from being 
violated by other citizens.

1. According to the text, which type of theory was dominant
throughout most of human civilization?

a. Rational/deterrence

b. Psychological/Freudian

c. Supernatural/religious

d. Positive/empirical

2. According to the text, what concept was NOT one of the
key propositions of the Age of Enlightenment theorists?

a. Democracy

b. Social contract

c. Determinism

d. Free will

e. Rationality

3. According to the text, which emotion did Hobbes claim
was the motivation for groups of people both creating a
state/government and enforcing its laws/rules?

a. Shame

b. Fear

c. Guilt

d. Empathy
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