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concise summary hobbes leviathan us, often sought by students and scholars alike, delves into the
foundational principles of political philosophy presented by Thomas Hobbes in his seminal work, Leviathan.
This article will dissect the core arguments of Hobbes, focusing on his concepts of the state of nature, the
social contract, and the absolute sovereign. We will explore how Hobbes's vision, particularly its
implications for governance and individual rights in the United States context, continues to resonate.
Understanding Leviathan is crucial for grasping Western political thought, and this comprehensive
overview aims to provide clarity on its enduring relevance. From the inherent human condition to the
necessity of a powerful state, every facet of Hobbes's revolutionary ideas will be illuminated.
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The State of Nature: A War of All Against All

At the heart of Thomas Hobbes's philosophy lies his stark depiction of the "state of nature." This is not a
historical period, but rather a theoretical construct, a thought experiment about what life would be like
without any form of government or overarching authority. In this condition, Hobbes famously posits that
human beings are driven by self-interest, fear, and a perpetual desire for power. Life in the state of nature
is characterized by equality, not in terms of physical strength or intellect, but in the ability to harm one
another. This equality, paradoxically, leads to a pervasive insecurity.

Hobbes argues that in the absence of a common power to keep men in awe, there will always be "a warre
of every man against every man." This isn't necessarily constant physical combat, but a state of readiness
and anticipation of conflict. Competition for resources, diffidence, and glory are the primary drivers of this
perpetual strife. Without a sovereign to enforce laws, there is no justice, no property, no industry, and no
culture. The life of man, in this state, is "solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short." It is a bleak existence
where individuals are constantly threatened and live in fear of violent death. This fundamental
understanding of human nature is the bedrock upon which Hobbes builds his entire political theory.



The Social Contract: Escaping the State of Chaos

Recognizing the unbearable condition of the state of nature, Hobbes introduces the concept of the social
contract as the rational solution for individuals seeking to escape this perpetual insecurity. It is a mutual
transfer of rights, a voluntary agreement among individuals to relinquish some of their absolute freedom in
exchange for protection and order. This contract is not with the sovereign, but between individuals
themselves. They agree to empower a single entity, the sovereign, to enforce the terms of their
agreement.

The motivation for entering into the social contract is the overwhelming desire for self-preservation. The
fear of death and the pursuit of a more commodious life compel individuals to seek an end to the chaotic
state of nature. They understand that surrendering their right to govern themselves is a necessary price to
pay for the security and stability that only an organized society can provide. This is a foundational moment
where the multitude is transformed into a political body, an artificial person capable of acting with a unified
will. The transition from the state of nature to civil society is thus a deliberate act of collective will, driven
by the most basic human instincts.

The Sovereign: The Absolute Power

The entity created by the social contract is the sovereign, the absolute ruler of the commonwealth. For
Hobbes, the sovereign must possess absolute and undivided power. This is not a discretionary power that
can be challenged or limited by the subjects. The sovereign's authority is supreme, encompassing the
power to make laws, enforce them, judge disputes, wage war, and control all aspects of public life. The
sovereign is the embodiment of the collective will and the ultimate guarantor of peace and security.

Hobbes argues that any division or limitation of sovereign power would inevitably lead back to the state of
nature, as different factions would vie for control. Therefore, the sovereign must be above the law they
create, not subject to it. This absolute power is justified by its effectiveness in preventing chaos. The
sovereign is the "mortal God," endowed with the power to instill fear and ensure obedience, thereby
maintaining order. Whether the sovereign is a monarch, an aristocracy, or a democracy, its power must be
absolute to fulfill its purpose. The people have no right to rebel unless the sovereign fails to protect their
lives, which is the primary reason for entering the social contract in the first place.

Rights and Obligations Under the Leviathan



Under the dominion of the Leviathan, the rights of individuals are fundamentally redefined. In the state of
nature, individuals possess a natural right to everything, which in practice means the right to do whatever
is necessary for self-preservation, leading to conflict. Once the social contract is established, individuals
retain only those rights that the sovereign has not explicitly taken away or that are essential for their own
survival. The most crucial right that remains is the right to self-preservation.

The obligations of the subjects are primarily to obey the laws of the sovereign and to contribute to the
maintenance of the commonwealth. They are obligated to refrain from actions that would undermine the
sovereign's authority or disturb the peace. In return for their obedience, subjects are guaranteed protection
and the ability to live lives free from the constant fear of violence. However, if the sovereign fails to
provide this protection, or actively threatens the lives of their subjects, the obligation to obey ceases. This is
a crucial caveat; rebellion is only justified in the most extreme circumstances, where the very purpose of
the sovereign's existence is compromised.

Hobbes's Leviathan and the United States Foundation

While the United States was founded on principles that diverge significantly from Hobbes's absolutism,
particularly concerning individual liberties and the separation of powers, echoes of his thought can be
discerned. The American Revolution, in its desire to escape tyranny, can be seen as a reaction to a
perceived failure of government to protect the rights of the governed, aligning with Hobbes's condition for
the cessation of obligation. The very notion of a social contract, the idea that government derives its
legitimacy from the consent of the governed, is a concept Hobbes championed, albeit with a different
conception of the sovereign's power.

Furthermore, the establishment of a strong federal government in the U.S. Constitution can be interpreted,
in part, as an attempt to prevent the kind of internecine conflict and disunity that Hobbes warned against.
The founders recognized the need for a robust authority to maintain order, enforce laws, and protect the
nation from internal and external threats. However, the American system of checks and balances,
separation of powers, and enumerated rights represents a deliberate attempt to limit governmental
authority and protect individual freedoms, a stark contrast to Hobbes's vision of an undivided and absolute
sovereign. The debate over the extent of governmental power versus individual liberty in the U.S. is a
perennial one, and Hobbes’s stark framework offers a powerful, albeit extreme, point of reference.

Enduring Relevance of Hobbes's Concepts

The enduring relevance of Hobbes's Leviathan lies in its unflinching examination of fundamental questions
about human nature and the necessity of political authority. His theories provide a vital conceptual tool for



understanding the origins of government, the balance between order and liberty, and the inherent tensions
within any political society. Even those who disagree with his conclusions about absolute sovereignty often
find his initial premises about the state of nature and the motivations for forming a social contract to be
profoundly insightful.

Hobbes forces us to confront the darker aspects of human motivation and the fragile nature of peace. His
work serves as a perennial reminder that without structures of authority, the potential for chaos is ever-
present. The debates that raged in 17th-century England, and which Hobbes sought to resolve with his
philosophy, continue to resonate in contemporary political discourse, particularly when societies grapple
with issues of security, order, and the legitimate use of power. His stark portrayal of the alternative to
ordered society remains a powerful cautionary tale.

FAQ

Q: What is the core argument of Hobbes's Leviathan regarding
human nature?

A: The core argument of Hobbes's Leviathan is that human nature is fundamentally self-interested,
driven by a perpetual desire for power and a fear of death. In the absence of a governing authority,
this leads to a "war of all against all."

Q: How does Hobbes define the state of nature, and what are its
consequences?

A: Hobbes defines the state of nature as a hypothetical condition without government or laws. Its
consequences are a life that is "solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short," characterized by constant
fear, insecurity, and a lack of industry or culture due to perpetual conflict.

Q: What is the role of the social contract in Hobbes's political
philosophy?

A: The social contract, in Hobbes's view, is a voluntary agreement among individuals to relinquish



some of their natural rights and freedoms to a sovereign power in exchange for security and order,
thereby escaping the state of nature.

Q: Why does Hobbes advocate for an absolute sovereign?

A: Hobbes advocates for an absolute sovereign because he believes that any division or limitation of
sovereign power would inevitably lead to factionalism and a return to the chaotic state of nature.
Absolute power is necessary to maintain peace and enforce the social contract effectively.

Q: What rights do individuals retain under the Leviathan?

A: Under the Leviathan, individuals retain only those rights that the sovereign has not explicitly
removed, or those essential for their own self-preservation. The fundamental right to defend one's
life remains.

Q: How might Hobbes's ideas on sovereignty relate to the founding
principles of the United States?

A: While the U.S. emphasizes individual liberties and limited government, Hobbes's ideas relate to
the U.S. in the concept of a social contract where government legitimacy stems from the consent of
the governed, and the necessity of a strong authority to prevent anarchy, a principle underpinning
the formation of a federal government.

Q: In what circumstances, according to Hobbes, can subjects
legitimately resist their sovereign?

A: According to Hobbes, subjects can legitimately resist their sovereign only when the sovereign
fails to protect their lives or actively threatens them. This is because the primary purpose of the
social contract is self-preservation.
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