
political philosophy of thomas hobbes
Political philosophy of Thomas Hobbes is a foundational element in the study of Western
political thought. Hobbes, an English philosopher born in 1588, is best known for his work
"Leviathan," published in 1651. This work laid the groundwork for modern political philosophy by
introducing ideas about human nature, the social contract, and the necessity of a strong central
authority. His theories emerged during a tumultuous period in English history, marked by civil war
and political instability, which significantly influenced his perspectives on governance and society.

Background of Thomas Hobbes

Hobbes was born in Malmesbury, Wiltshire, and educated at Magdalen Hall, Oxford. His early
exposure to the classics and the scientific revolution of the 17th century shaped his views on human
nature and governance. The English Civil War (1642-1651) profoundly impacted Hobbes, as he
witnessed firsthand the chaos and destruction that arose from political conflict. These experiences
fueled his belief in the necessity of a strong, centralized authority to maintain peace and order.

Key Concepts in Hobbes' Political Philosophy

Hobbes' political philosophy revolves around several key concepts:

1. Human Nature

Hobbes had a rather pessimistic view of human nature. He argued that individuals are driven by
self-interest and a desire for self-preservation. According to Hobbes, in the state of nature—an
imagined pre-political condition—humans are in a constant state of competition, leading to a "war of
all against all." This chaotic environment results in fear, insecurity, and ultimately, a life that is
"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."

2. The State of Nature

In Hobbes' view, the state of nature is characterized by the absence of political authority and social
order. In this state, there are no laws or moral codes to govern behavior, leading to perpetual
conflict. To escape this chaos, individuals would rationally choose to enter into a social contract,
agreeing to form a commonwealth and surrender certain freedoms in exchange for security and
order.

3. The Social Contract



The social contract is a central theme in Hobbes' political philosophy. He posited that individuals
consent to form a government that wields absolute power to ensure peace and security. This
agreement is not a one-time event but an ongoing obligation between the governed and the
governing. The legitimacy of a government, according to Hobbes, derives from its ability to maintain
order and protect its citizens.

Absolute Authority: Hobbes argued for a sovereign authority with the power to enforce laws
and maintain order. This could be an individual ruler (monarch) or an assembly of individuals
(parliament). The crucial aspect is that the authority must be strong enough to prevent the
return to the state of nature.

Right of Nature: In the state of nature, every individual has the right to do whatever they
believe is necessary for self-preservation. However, this right must be curtailed in the
establishment of a civil society.

Commonwealth: The commonwealth is the political body formed by the social contract,
where the sovereign exercises authority and ensures the peace and safety of its citizens.

4. The Sovereign

For Hobbes, the sovereign is the embodiment of the collective will of the people, having the
authority to make and enforce laws. The sovereign is not bound by the same rules that govern the
citizens, as their primary role is to maintain order and prevent conflict. Hobbes argued that the
sovereign's power must be absolute; otherwise, the risk of returning to the state of nature remains.
This perspective raises important questions about the balance between authority and individual
rights, a debate that continues in contemporary political philosophy.

The Leviathan: A Comprehensive Analysis

Hobbes' seminal work, "Leviathan," serves as a detailed exposition of his political philosophy. The
title refers to a biblical sea monster, symbolizing the powerful state that Hobbes envisioned. The
book is divided into several parts, each addressing different aspects of his theories.

1. The Matter, Form, and Power of a Commonwealth

In the first part of "Leviathan," Hobbes discusses the nature of humanity and establishes the
theoretical framework for his political philosophy. He asserts that human beings are motivated by
desires and aversions, which drive them to seek power and avoid death. This understanding of
human nature leads him to conclude that a powerful sovereign is necessary to maintain social order.



2. The Establishment of the Commonwealth

Hobbes describes the process by which individuals come together to form a commonwealth. He
emphasizes the importance of the social contract and the necessity of surrendering individual rights
to a central authority. This part of the book elucidates how the commonwealth emerges from the
state of nature and the conditions required for its stability.

3. The Rights of the Sovereign

Hobbes outlines the powers and responsibilities of the sovereign in maintaining order and protecting
the commonwealth. He argues that the sovereign's authority must be absolute, as any limitation
would threaten the stability of society. The sovereign has the right to legislate, judge disputes, and
enforce laws, ensuring that the social contract is upheld.

4. The Role of Religion in the Commonwealth

Hobbes also addresses the relationship between religion and the state. He argues that religious
authorities should not interfere with the political sovereign, as this could lead to conflict and
undermine the authority of the state. Hobbes believed that the sovereign should control religious
practices to ensure social harmony and prevent dissent.

Critiques and Legacy of Hobbes' Political Philosophy

Hobbes' political philosophy has been met with both support and criticism. His advocacy for absolute
authority raises questions about the balance between security and individual freedom. Critics argue
that Hobbes' ideas can lead to authoritarianism, as they prioritize order over liberty. Notable
philosophers, such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, offered alternative views on the social
contract and the nature of human beings, emphasizing individual rights and the potential for
cooperation rather than conflict.

Despite the critiques, Hobbes' ideas have profoundly influenced modern political thought and the
development of social contract theory. His emphasis on the necessity of a strong central authority
resonates in contemporary discussions about governance, security, and the role of the state in
protecting citizens' rights.

Conclusion

The political philosophy of Thomas Hobbes remains a critical area of study for understanding the
foundations of modern political thought. His exploration of human nature, the social contract, and
the role of the sovereign provides valuable insights into the challenges of governance and the
complexities of human relationships. While Hobbes' ideas may evoke debates about authority and
individual rights, they also highlight the enduring relevance of his contributions to the field of



political philosophy. As societies continue to grapple with issues of power, authority, and social
cohesion, Hobbes’ theories remain a vital part of the discourse on how best to achieve a stable and
just society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central idea of Thomas Hobbes' social contract
theory?
The central idea of Hobbes' social contract theory is that individuals consent to surrender some of
their freedoms and submit to the authority of a sovereign power in exchange for protection and the
maintenance of social order. This is necessary to escape the 'state of nature', which Hobbes
describes as a condition of perpetual conflict and insecurity.

How does Hobbes describe the state of nature?
Hobbes describes the state of nature as a hypothetical condition where there is no government or
authority, leading to a 'war of all against all'. In this state, life is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short, as individuals are driven by self-preservation and desire for power, resulting in constant
conflict.

What role does fear play in Hobbes' political philosophy?
Fear is a fundamental element in Hobbes' political philosophy. It drives individuals to seek peace
and security through the establishment of a sovereign authority. The fear of violent death and chaos
in the state of nature compels people to enter into a social contract, where they agree to obey a
central authority to ensure their safety.

In what ways does Hobbes' view of human nature influence his
political theory?
Hobbes' view of human nature is inherently pessimistic; he sees humans as self-interested and
driven by desires and fears. This perspective leads him to argue that strong, centralized authority is
necessary to control these natural tendencies and maintain order, as individuals cannot be trusted to
act in the common good without coercive power.

How does Hobbes' concept of sovereignty differ from modern
democratic ideas?
Hobbes' concept of sovereignty is absolute and indivisible, emphasizing a powerful, centralized
authority that cannot be challenged. In contrast, modern democratic ideas advocate for shared
power, checks and balances, and the rights of individuals, allowing for dissent and participation in
governance, which is fundamentally different from Hobbes' vision of an unquestionable sovereign.
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