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Understanding Hobbes's Leviathan and Its

Relevance to Us

concise explanation hobbes leviathan us is a crucial undertaking for anyone seeking to grasp

foundational political philosophy and its enduring impact on modern governance. Thomas Hobbes's

seminal work, Leviathan, published in 1651, presents a stark, yet profoundly influential, vision of

human nature and the necessity of an absolute sovereign to maintain social order. This article delves

into the core arguments of Leviathan, exploring its concept of the state of nature, the social contract,

and the formidable power of the sovereign, while critically examining its resonance and implications for

us today. We will unpack Hobbes's pessimistic view of humanity, his justification for authoritarian rule,

and how these ideas continue to shape discussions about security, liberty, and the very structure of

society.
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The State of Nature: A War of All Against All

At the heart of Hobbes's philosophy, as laid out in Leviathan, is his concept of the "state of nature."

This isn't a historical period, but rather a hypothetical condition of humanity without any governing

authority. Hobbes famously describes this state as a "war of all against all" (bellum omnium contra

omnes). In this pre-political realm, individuals are driven by their passions, primarily the fear of death

and the desire for self-preservation. Without any overarching power to enforce rules or punish

transgressions, life would be characterized by constant competition, suspicion, and a perpetual

struggle for resources and dominance. Imagine a world where your neighbor could, at any moment,

take what you have or harm you without consequence. That’s the kind of bleak, insecure existence

Hobbes envisioned.

Hobbes believed that in the state of nature, there is no justice, no injustice, no property, and no

industry. These concepts only emerge with the establishment of a common power that can define and

enforce them. He argued that human beings are fundamentally self-interested and motivated by a

ceaseless desire for power, which ceases only in death. This inherent selfishness, when unchecked,

inevitably leads to conflict. The equality of ability, both of body and mind, among individuals in this

state means that even the weakest can kill the strongest, either by secret machinations or by

confederacy with others. This constant threat and uncertainty make life "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish,

and short."

The Role of Fear and Desire

Fear plays a paramount role in Hobbes's state of nature. The fear of violent death is the most potent

motivator, pushing individuals to seek an escape from the inherent chaos. Alongside fear, desire for

commodities, power, and glory also fuels the constant competition. Without a superior power to keep

them all in awe, these desires and fears would ensure that humanity remains locked in a perpetual

struggle, unable to pursue any of the finer aspects of life such as art, science, or comfortable living.



Equality as a Catalyst for Conflict

Paradoxically, Hobbes identifies human equality as a primary driver of conflict in the state of nature.

While we might think of equality as a positive attribute, Hobbes saw it as a dangerous one when it

means that everyone believes they are capable of achieving their desires, and no one is so weak that

they cannot potentially harm another. This equality fosters a mindset where individuals constantly

strive to outdo one another, leading to preemptive attacks and a pervasive atmosphere of mistrust.

The Social Contract: Surrendering Liberty for Security

Given the horrors of the state of nature, Hobbes argued that rational individuals would naturally seek a

way out. This escape is achieved through the establishment of a social contract. In essence, people

agree among themselves to give up a portion of their natural liberty—the freedom to do whatever they

want—in exchange for the security and order provided by a sovereign power. This is not a contract with

the sovereign, but a contract among the people to establish one. It’s a collective decision to escape

the "war of all against all" by agreeing to obey a common authority.

The core of this contract is the transfer of rights. Individuals surrender their right to govern themselves

and to use force against others to a sovereign. In return, the sovereign promises to protect them from

external invasion and internal strife. This agreement is based on a mutual understanding that the

benefits of peace and security far outweigh the costs of relinquished personal freedom. The social

contract is the foundational act that moves humanity from a state of nature to civil society, creating the

conditions for any form of civilization to flourish.

The Law of Nature

Hobbes also introduces the concept of the "laws of nature," which are dictates of reason that guide

individuals toward self-preservation. The first and fundamental law is to seek peace and follow it, while

the second is that people should be willing to lay down their right to all things, provided that others are



too, and be contented with as much liberty against others as they would allow themselves against

others. These laws are not enforceable in the state of nature but become the basis for the covenants

that form the social contract.

Reasons for the Contract

The primary impetus for entering into the social contract is the overwhelming desire for self-

preservation and the avoidance of the miserable condition of the state of nature. Rational individuals,

recognizing the futility and danger of perpetual conflict, voluntarily agree to subject themselves to a

higher power. This is a pragmatic decision, driven by the grim calculus of risk and reward, where the

promise of safety trumps the allure of absolute freedom.

The Sovereign: The Omnipotent Leviathan

The entity established by the social contract is the sovereign, which Hobbes famously terms the

"Leviathan." This sovereign, whether a monarch, an aristocracy, or a democracy (though Hobbes

favored monarchy), possesses absolute and undivided power. Its authority is derived from the consent

of the governed, but once established, its power is virtually unchecked. The sovereign’s primary

function is to maintain peace and security by enforcing laws, punishing transgressors, and defending

the commonwealth against its enemies.

Hobbes argued that the sovereign must have absolute power to be effective. Any division or limitation

of power would inevitably lead back to the state of nature, as factions and individuals would vie for

control, undermining the authority of the government. The sovereign is not subject to the laws it

creates, nor can it be justly accused or punished by its subjects. This might sound tyrannical, but for

Hobbes, it was the only way to prevent anarchy. The sovereign is the artificial soul that animates the

body politic, and its will is law. The people have no right to resist the sovereign, except in the extreme

case where the sovereign threatens their life directly, thereby breaking the fundamental promise of the

social contract.



The Nature of Absolute Sovereignty

Hobbes's conception of sovereignty is absolute, indivisible, and perpetual. He believed that any

challenge to this absolute authority would be detrimental to the stability of the state. The sovereign's

power extends to all matters, including the judgment of what is true and false, opinions, and doctrines,

as it is essential for peace and the prevention of sedition. This comprehensive control is what gives the

Leviathan its formidable strength and its ability to maintain order.

The Sovereign's Duty to the People

Despite the absolute nature of its power, the sovereign does have a fundamental duty: to protect the

lives and well-being of its subjects. If the sovereign fails to provide security, or if it actively seeks to

destroy its subjects, then the contract is broken, and the subjects are released from their obligation to

obey. This is the only legitimate ground for resistance, as it signifies the sovereign’s failure to fulfill its

end of the social contract.

Hobbes's Legacy and Relevance for Us

While Leviathan was written in the turbulent context of the English Civil War, its ideas continue to

resonate powerfully in contemporary discussions about governance, security, and individual rights.

Hobbes's emphasis on the need for a strong state to prevent chaos remains a potent argument for

many, especially in times of social unrest or international instability. His pessimistic view of human

nature, while controversial, still informs debates about crime, punishment, and the limits of individual

freedom. We see echoes of his thought in justifications for robust law enforcement, national security

measures, and the balance between liberty and order.

However, Hobbes's philosophy also raises profound questions about the potential for tyranny inherent

in absolute power. Critics argue that his system offers little protection for individual liberties and

dissent, and that the fear of anarchy can be used to justify oppressive regimes. The modern world,



with its emphasis on democratic values, human rights, and the rule of law, often finds Hobbes's

prescription too extreme. Yet, understanding his arguments is crucial for appreciating the historical

evolution of political thought and for critically evaluating the ongoing tension between state authority

and individual freedom that continues to shape our world today.

The Modern State and Hobbesian Principles

Many aspects of modern statecraft can be traced back to Hobbesian thinking. The concept of a

sovereign entity with a monopoly on the legitimate use of force, the importance of a codified legal

system, and the emphasis on national security as a primary function of government all find their roots

in Leviathan. Even in democracies, the debate often centers on how much power the state should

wield to ensure order and safety, a debate directly informed by Hobbes's foundational premise.

Critiques and Enduring Debates

The enduring debate surrounding Hobbes centers on the trade-off between security and liberty. Is the

absolute power of the Leviathan truly the only path to peace, or does it inevitably lead to oppression?

Philosophers and political theorists have grappled with this question for centuries, offering alternative

models that seek to balance state authority with individual freedoms and democratic accountability.

The question of how much freedom we are willing to sacrifice for security remains a central and

unresolved tension in contemporary political discourse, making Hobbes’s insights as relevant as ever.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the core idea of Hobbes's Leviathan?

A: The core idea of Hobbes's Leviathan is that human life without a governing authority is a "war of all

against all," and to escape this brutal state, individuals must enter into a social contract, surrendering

their natural liberties to an absolute sovereign in exchange for peace and security.



Q: What does Hobbes mean by the "state of nature"?

A: The "state of nature" for Hobbes is a hypothetical condition of humanity without any government or

social structure. In this state, individuals are driven by their passions, particularly the fear of death and

the desire for power, leading to a life that is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.

Q: How does the social contract in Leviathan work?

A: The social contract in Leviathan is an agreement among individuals to give up their right to govern

themselves and use force, transferring these rights to a sovereign power. This is done not with the

sovereign, but among the people, to establish an authority that can maintain order.

Q: Why did Hobbes believe sovereignty must be absolute?

A: Hobbes believed sovereignty must be absolute because any division or limitation of power would

lead to disputes and challenges, ultimately returning society to the state of nature. An absolute

sovereign is necessary to enforce laws effectively and prevent anarchy.

Q: What is the role of fear in Hobbes's philosophy?

A: Fear, particularly the fear of violent death, is a primary motivator for humans in Hobbes's

philosophy. It drives them to seek peace and enter into the social contract to escape the insecurity of

the state of nature.

Q: Is there any situation in which Hobbes's subjects can resist the

sovereign?

A: Yes, Hobbes argued that subjects can resist the sovereign only if the sovereign threatens their life

directly, thereby failing to uphold its end of the social contract by not providing security.



Q: How relevant is Hobbes's Leviathan to us today?

A: Hobbes's Leviathan remains relevant today as it informs debates about the balance between state

authority and individual liberty, the necessity of government for maintaining order, and the potential for

both security and tyranny in different forms of rule.

Q: What are the main criticisms of Hobbes's Leviathan?

A: The main criticisms of Hobbes's Leviathan often center on its justification of absolute power, which

critics argue can lead to tyranny and lacks adequate protection for individual rights, freedoms, and

democratic accountability.
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