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A Comprehensive Critique of Hobbes's
Leviathan
critique of hobbes leviathan delves into the profound philosophical
underpinnings of Thomas Hobbes's seminal work, exploring its enduring
influence and the significant criticisms it has faced over centuries. This
article will dissect the core arguments presented in Leviathan, particularly
Hobbes's theory of the state of nature, the social contract, and the absolute
sovereign. We will examine the logical strengths and weaknesses of his
postulates, considering alternative interpretations and historical contexts
that challenge his deterministic view of human nature and political order.
Furthermore, we will explore the ethical implications of his philosophy, the
potential for tyranny inherent in his model of sovereignty, and the enduring
relevance of these critiques in contemporary political discourse. This
comprehensive analysis aims to provide a nuanced understanding of Leviathan's
place in intellectual history and its ongoing impact on political thought.
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Hobbes's State of Nature: A Bleak Foundation
At the heart of any critique of Hobbes's Leviathan lies an examination of his
famous conception of the "state of nature." For Hobbes, this hypothetical
pre-political condition is not a utopian idyll but a terrifying "war of all
against all" (bellum omnium contra omnes). In this state, without any
overarching authority to enforce rules, human life is characterized by



constant fear, competition, and a relentless pursuit of self-preservation. He
paints a grim picture where individuals are driven by their passions, leading
to a life that is "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." This
fundamental premise, that human beings are inherently selfish and driven by a
desire for power, forms the bedrock upon which his entire political
philosophy is constructed. Without this bleak outlook, the necessity of a
powerful sovereign would not appear so acute.

Hobbes argues that in the absence of a common power, there can be no
industry, no agriculture, no navigation, no arts, no letters, no society, and
worst of all, continuous fear and danger of violent death. This is a
powerful, albeit controversial, depiction. It's a world where justice and
injustice have no place, as there are no laws to define them. The only
natural right, according to Hobbes, is the right to preserve oneself, and
this often translates into the right to do whatever one deems necessary for
survival, including harming others. This foundational assumption is crucial
because it dictates the very nature of the social contract that follows; it's
a desperate escape from a worse condition.

The Social Contract: A Necessary Evil?
Stemming directly from the dire prospect of the state of nature, Hobbes's
social contract is not a voluntary agreement for mutual betterment in the way
Rousseau might later conceive it. Instead, it is a pragmatic, almost fearful,
surrender of individual liberties to a sovereign power. Individuals,
recognizing that their lives are constantly at risk, agree amongst themselves
to relinquish their natural rights to a third party – the sovereign – in
exchange for security and order. This is a radical shift, moving from
absolute freedom to enforced obedience. The contract is not between the
people and the sovereign, but among the people themselves to authorize the
sovereign. This distinction is vital for understanding Hobbes's theory of
sovereignty; the sovereign is not bound by the contract because they are not
a party to it.

The effectiveness of this contract, in Hobbesian terms, hinges on the
absolute and undivided power of the sovereign. Any division of power, or any
right reserved by the people, would, in Hobbes's view, inevitably lead back
to the state of nature. He saw potential for conflict in any shared
authority, be it between king and parliament, or church and state. Therefore,
the social contract necessitates a strong, centralized authority capable of
quelling any dissent and preventing the re-emergence of chaos. This means
that the price of peace is the surrender of much personal freedom, a trade-
off that has been a persistent point of contention in the critique of
Hobbes's Leviathan.

The Absolute Sovereign: Power Without Restraint
The ultimate consequence of Hobbes's reasoning is the establishment of an
absolute sovereign, the "Leviathan," a mythical sea monster symbolizing



immense power. This sovereign, whether an individual monarch or an assembly,
possesses supreme authority and is above the law. Hobbes argues that for the
sovereign's power to be effective in maintaining peace, it must be absolute.
This means the sovereign has the sole right to legislate, to judge, to wage
war and make peace, and to control opinion and teaching. The subjects have no
right to resist the sovereign, except in the extreme case where the sovereign
directly threatens their life, as the very purpose of the sovereign is to
protect that life. Any limitation on this power would, in Hobbes's eyes,
undermine the entire edifice of the commonwealth.

This absolutist stance is perhaps the most heavily criticized aspect of
Leviathan. Critics argue that such unchecked power is inherently prone to
abuse and can lead to tyranny. By placing the sovereign beyond reproach,
Hobbes seems to offer little recourse for the oppressed. While he claims the
sovereign's actions are justified by the consent of the governed (through the
initial social contract), this consent is effectively irrevocable. The fear
of the state of nature is so profound that it seems to justify even the most
oppressive rule, as long as it provides a semblance of order and prevents a
return to anarchy. This raises fundamental questions about individual rights,
liberty, and the limits of political authority.

Critiques of Hobbes's Anthropological Pessimism
One of the most significant critiques of Hobbes's Leviathan targets his
deterministic and pessimistic view of human nature. Many philosophers and
psychologists have challenged the notion that humans are exclusively driven
by self-interest and a desire for power. They argue that humans are also
capable of altruism, cooperation, and empathy. If human nature is not
inherently selfish, then the necessity for an absolute sovereign, as dictated
by the social contract, is significantly diminished. Indeed, if individuals
are capable of forming reciprocal relationships and communities based on
mutual trust and benefit, the state of nature might not be the bleak
landscape Hobbes describes.

Thinkers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for instance, posited that humans in
their natural state are more akin to noble savages, fundamentally good and
compassionate, corrupted only by society and its institutions. This
alternative view suggests that a more egalitarian and less coercive form of
governance might be possible. The critique here isn't just about abstract
philosophy; it has practical implications. If we believe humans are
inherently cooperative, we might design political systems that foster that
cooperation rather than suppress perceived self-interest through absolute
power. Hobbes's anthropology, therefore, is not merely a descriptive tool but
a prescriptive foundation that many find deeply flawed.

Ethical Objections to Hobbesian Sovereignty
The ethical implications of Hobbes's absolute sovereign are also a major
point of contention. By prioritizing security and order above all else,



Hobbes seems to devalue individual liberty and autonomy. Critics argue that a
life lived under the constant threat of absolute power, even if it averts the
horrors of the state of nature, is not a life worth living. The idea that the
sovereign can do no wrong, or at least cannot be justly resisted, leads to a
morally problematic justification for potentially unjust actions. The absence
of a mechanism for holding the sovereign accountable creates a moral vacuum.

Furthermore, the notion of consent in Hobbes's social contract is highly
problematic from an ethical standpoint. If individuals are essentially
coerced into surrendering their rights out of fear, can that truly be
considered free consent? Ethical frameworks that emphasize individual rights,
human dignity, and the pursuit of justice often find Hobbes's solutions to be
ethically deficient. The focus on the collective good, as defined by the
sovereign, can easily overshadow and negate the fundamental moral claims of
individual persons. This leads to a persistent ethical critique of Hobbes's
Leviathan, questioning whether the "peace" it offers is morally justifiable.

Historical and Contextual Critiques
It is crucial to understand Hobbes's Leviathan within its historical context.
Written during the English Civil War, a period of immense political turmoil
and violence, Hobbes's work can be seen as a desperate plea for stability.
His experiences undoubtedly shaped his anxieties about anarchy and his
conviction that only a strong, unchallengeable authority could prevent
society from descending into chaos. However, this historical lens also allows
for a critique of his ideas as being perhaps too specific to his time and
place.

While the English Civil War was indeed a brutal conflict, it also
demonstrated that established powers could be challenged and overthrown. The
very act of rebellion, which Hobbes so vehemently warns against, did occur
and eventually led to a different political settlement. Critics argue that
Hobbes’s model, while addressing the immediate fears of his era, might not be
universally applicable to all societies or all historical moments.
Furthermore, subsequent historical developments, such as the rise of
constitutionalism and the Enlightenment emphasis on individual rights, have
provided powerful counter-narratives to Hobbes's absolutist vision. The
critique here is that his proposed solution, while understandable given his
context, is not necessarily the only, or the best, way forward for political
organization.

Enduring Relevance and Modern Interpretations
Despite its many criticisms, the enduring relevance of Hobbes's Leviathan is
undeniable. His stark portrayal of the potential for societal collapse
continues to resonate, particularly in times of political instability or when
contemplating the consequences of widespread lawlessness. His theories on
sovereignty, the social contract, and the balance between liberty and
security remain central to political philosophy debates. Modern



interpretations often grapple with how to extract the valuable insights from
Hobbes’s work without succumbing to his absolutist tendencies.

For example, discussions around national security versus civil liberties
often echo the Hobbesian dilemma: how much freedom are we willing to
sacrifice for safety? Political scientists and philosophers continue to
analyze his arguments about the nature of power and authority, seeking to
understand the conditions under which governments can maintain order without
becoming tyrannical. The critique of Hobbes’s Leviathan is not an attempt to
dismiss him entirely, but rather to engage with his powerful, albeit
controversial, ideas critically, learning from his insights while
simultaneously challenging his more extreme conclusions and seeking more
balanced approaches to governance and human coexistence.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary argument of Hobbes's
Leviathan?
A: The primary argument of Hobbes's Leviathan is that in the absence of a
powerful, absolute sovereign authority, human life exists in a "state of
nature" characterized by perpetual war and misery. To escape this,
individuals enter into a social contract, surrendering their natural rights
to a sovereign in exchange for security and order.

Q: What is the concept of the "state of nature"
according to Hobbes?
A: Hobbes's "state of nature" is a hypothetical condition preceding organized
society and government. He describes it as a "war of all against all," where
individuals are driven by self-interest and fear, leading to a life that is
"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."

Q: Why did Hobbes advocate for an absolute
sovereign?
A: Hobbes advocated for an absolute sovereign because he believed that any
division or limitation of sovereign power would inevitably lead to internal
conflict and a return to the state of nature. He argued that only an
undivided and supreme authority could effectively enforce laws and maintain
peace.

Q: What are the main ethical criticisms of Hobbes's
Leviathan?
A: The main ethical criticisms revolve around the devaluation of individual
liberty and autonomy in favor of absolute security, the potential for tyranny



inherent in unchecked sovereign power, and the problematic nature of consent
when individuals are driven by fear to enter the social contract.

Q: How does Hobbes's view on human nature differ
from later philosophers?
A: Hobbes viewed human nature as fundamentally selfish and driven by a desire
for power and self-preservation. This contrasts with philosophers like
Rousseau, who believed humans are naturally good and compassionate, or those
who emphasize cooperation and altruism as core human traits.

Q: Is Hobbes's philosophy still relevant today?
A: Yes, Hobbes's philosophy remains relevant today. His discussions on
sovereignty, the balance between security and liberty, and the potential for
societal breakdown continue to inform debates in political science and
philosophy, especially during times of political instability or discussions
about government power.

Q: What is the role of the social contract in
Hobbes's theory?
A: The social contract is the foundational agreement in Hobbes's theory. It
is the mechanism by which individuals collectively agree to give up their
natural rights and submit to the authority of a sovereign, thereby creating a
commonwealth and escaping the horrors of the state of nature.

Q: Did Hobbes believe that subjects could ever
resist the sovereign?
A: Hobbes believed that subjects could only resist the sovereign in one
specific circumstance: when the sovereign directly threatens their life. In
all other situations, resistance would undermine the sovereign's authority
and risk a return to the state of nature, which he saw as the ultimate evil.
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