
thomas hobbes on the citizen

Thomas Hobbes on the Citizen is a profound subject that delves into the philosophical foundations of

political theory and the nature of societal organization. In his seminal work, "Leviathan," published in

1651, Hobbes presents a compelling argument about the nature of human beings, the social contract,

and the necessity of a powerful sovereign to maintain peace and order. This article explores Hobbes'

views on citizenship, the role of individuals within a society, and the implications of his theories for

contemporary political thought.

Understanding Hobbes' Philosophical Framework

Before delving into Hobbes' views on the citizen, it is essential to understand the philosophical context

in which he wrote. Hobbes was influenced by the tumultuous political climate of 17th-century England,

characterized by civil war and instability. His philosophy is grounded in a materialist view of human

nature, emphasizing self-preservation and the competitive instincts of individuals.

The State of Nature

At the core of Hobbes' political theory is his concept of the "state of nature." According to Hobbes, in

the absence of political order, human beings exist in a state of constant conflict and insecurity. Key

characteristics of this state include:

Violence and Fear: Individuals are driven by fear of violent death and seek to protect themselves

at all costs.

Equality: Hobbes argues that all individuals are fundamentally equal in their ability to kill, leading



to a constant competition for resources.

Chaos: Without a governing authority, life in the state of nature is "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish,

and short."

Hobbes posits that in this chaotic environment, individuals are compelled to seek a way out of the

state of nature.

The Social Contract

The solution to the chaos of the state of nature, according to Hobbes, is the establishment of a social

contract. This contract is an implicit agreement among individuals to surrender some of their freedoms

in exchange for security and order provided by a sovereign authority. The key elements of the social

contract include:

Concessions of Rights: Individuals agree to relinquish certain natural rights to a central authority.1.

Formation of a Sovereign: The sovereign, whether a monarch or an assembly, is granted2.

absolute power to enforce laws and maintain peace.

Collective Security: In exchange for their rights, individuals receive protection and a structured3.

society.

This agreement transforms individuals from isolated beings into members of a political community,

thereby defining the concept of citizenship.



The Role of the Citizen in Hobbes' Political Theory

In Hobbes’ view, the citizen is not merely a passive subject but an active participant in the

maintenance of order. The relationship between the citizen and the sovereign is critical in

understanding Hobbesian politics.

Obedience to Authority

One of the most controversial aspects of Hobbes' theory is his belief in the absolute authority of the

sovereign. Citizens are expected to obey the laws and decrees of their ruler without question.

Essential points regarding obedience include:

Fear of Anarchy: Citizens are motivated by the fear of returning to the state of nature, which

justifies their submission to absolute authority.

Preservation of Life: The primary duty of the sovereign is to protect the lives of citizens, and in

return, citizens must obey to maintain this protection.

Limitations of Rebellion: Hobbes argues that rebellion is justified only when the sovereign fails to

uphold their part of the contract, which is a rare occurrence.

This framework establishes a clear hierarchy in which the sovereign holds ultimate power over the

citizens.



The Rights of Citizens

While Hobbes emphasizes obedience, he also acknowledges certain rights retained by citizens, albeit

limited. These include:

Right to Self-Preservation: Even under a sovereign, individuals maintain the right to protect1.

themselves from harm.

Right to Rebel (Limited): If the sovereign threatens the existence or security of the citizens, they2.

may have the right to revolt.

Right to Contract: Citizens have the ability to enter into agreements and contracts with each3.

other, provided these do not undermine the sovereign’s authority.

Hobbes’ perspective on rights is unique, as it intertwines with the concept of duty and the social

contract, reflecting the delicate balance between power and liberty.

Implications of Hobbes’ Views on the Citizen

Hobbes’ theories on citizenship have far-reaching implications, influencing modern political thought and

the understanding of state power. His ideas raise several key questions:

Modern Relevance

The relevance of Hobbes’ ideas can be observed in contemporary discussions around governance and



authority. Some implications include:

Centralized Power: Hobbes’ advocacy for a strong sovereign resonates in discussions about the

role of government in ensuring security and order.

Social Contracts Today: The concept of a social contract continues to underpin democratic

theories and the legitimacy of governmental authority.

Security vs. Liberty Debate: Hobbes’ framework invites ongoing debates about the balance

between individual liberties and the need for collective security.

Critiques of Hobbesian Thought

Despite its influence, Hobbes' theory has also faced significant critiques. Key criticisms include:

Overemphasis on Fear: Critics argue that Hobbes places too much emphasis on fear as a1.

motivator for obedience, neglecting other human motives such as cooperation and altruism.

Absolute Authority Issues: The idea of absolute authority can lead to tyranny and abuse of2.

power, raising ethical concerns about the nature of governance.

Neglect of Individual Rights: Some believe that Hobbes’ framework inadequately protects3.

individual rights, leading to a potential erosion of personal freedoms.

These critiques highlight the complexities of Hobbes' contributions to political philosophy and the



ongoing evolution of thoughts regarding citizenship and governance.

Conclusion

In summary, Thomas Hobbes on the Citizen provides a foundational perspective on the nature of

society, governance, and individual rights. His views emphasize the need for a powerful sovereign to

maintain order and protect citizens from the chaos of the state of nature. While his ideas have shaped

the discourse on citizenship and political authority, they also invite scrutiny and debate, reflecting the

dynamic nature of political theory. As contemporary societies grapple with issues of governance,

security, and individual freedoms, Hobbes’ insights remain relevant, offering a lens through which to

examine the complexities of citizenship in the modern world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Thomas Hobbes' view on the nature of citizens in a society?

Hobbes believed that citizens are inherently self-interested and driven by their desires, which can lead

to conflict without a strong governing authority.

How does Hobbes define the social contract in relation to citizens?

Hobbes defines the social contract as an agreement among individuals to surrender certain freedoms

and submit to the authority of a sovereign in exchange for security and order.

What role do citizens play in Hobbes' concept of the Leviathan?

In Hobbes' concept of the Leviathan, citizens collectively empower the sovereign with authority to

maintain peace and prevent the chaos of the state of nature.



Why does Hobbes believe citizens need a strong central authority?

Hobbes argues that citizens need a strong central authority to avoid the 'war of all against all' that

arises from their natural instincts and competition for resources.

How does Hobbes' view on citizens differ from that of later

philosophers like Rousseau?

While Hobbes sees citizens as primarily self-interested and in need of control, Rousseau views them

as inherently good but corrupted by society, advocating for more democratic forms of governance.

What is the implication of Hobbes' view on citizens for modern

governance?

Hobbes' view suggests that modern governance should prioritize security and order, often justifying

authoritarian measures to maintain stability among self-interested individuals.

How does Hobbes address the concept of rebellion among citizens?

Hobbes posits that rebellion is justified only in extreme cases where the sovereign fails to protect the

citizens, as stability is paramount to social order.

What is the significance of Hobbes' ideas on citizenship in

contemporary political thought?

Hobbes' ideas remain significant as they raise questions about the balance between individual

freedoms and state authority, influencing debates on security, governance, and civil rights.
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