
what was thomas hobbes philosophy
Thomas Hobbes' philosophy is a foundational aspect of Western political
thought, influencing a wide range of fields from political science to ethics.
Born in 1588 and living through the tumultuous times of the English Civil
War, Hobbes's ideas emerged as a response to the chaos and disorder he
observed in society. His most famous work, Leviathan, published in 1651,
articulates his views on human nature, the necessity of a strong central
authority, and the social contract. This article explores the core tenets of
Hobbes' philosophy, its historical context, and its lasting impact on modern
thought.

1. Historical Context of Hobbes’ Philosophy

To fully appreciate Hobbes’ philosophical contributions, one must understand
the historical backdrop against which he wrote.

1.1 The English Civil War

The English Civil War, which took place from 1642 to 1651, was a significant
influence on Hobbes' thinking. The conflict between Parliamentarians
(Roundheads) and Royalists (Cavaliers) illustrated the dangers of political
instability and the potential for human conflict. Hobbes viewed this period
of turmoil as a manifestation of the darker aspects of human nature, leading
him to advocate for a powerful sovereign to maintain order.

1.2 The Scientific Revolution

Simultaneously, the Scientific Revolution was reshaping the understanding of
the world. Thinkers like Galileo and Newton were applying empirical methods
to study nature, leading Hobbes to adopt a similar approach to human behavior
and society. His materialist philosophy suggested that just as physical
phenomena could be understood through observation and reason, so could human
actions.

2. Core Tenets of Hobbes’ Philosophy

Hobbes' philosophy can be summarized through several key concepts: human
nature, the state of nature, the social contract, and the role of the
sovereign.



2.1 Human Nature

At the heart of Hobbes’ philosophy is his view of human nature. He famously
posited that humans are inherently self-interested and driven by a desire for
self-preservation. This perspective is outlined in the following points:

Self-Interest: Hobbes believed that individuals act primarily out of
self-interest, seeking to fulfill their own needs and desires.

Fear of Death: The primal fear of death compels individuals to seek
security and order.

Equality: Hobbes argued that in the state of nature, all individuals are
equal in their ability to harm each other, leading to a constant state
of competition.

2.2 The State of Nature

Hobbes describes the state of nature as a hypothetical condition in which
there is no political authority. In this scenario, life is “solitary, poor,
nasty, brutish, and short.” Key characteristics of this state include:

Anarchy: Without a common power to keep them in check, individuals act1.
on their impulses, leading to conflict.

Constant War: The lack of security breeds a state of continual warfare2.
as individuals compete for resources.

Insecurity: Life in the state of nature is marked by a profound sense of3.
insecurity, as individuals cannot trust one another.

2.3 The Social Contract

To escape the chaos of the state of nature, Hobbes proposed the idea of a
social contract. This contract is an implicit agreement among individuals to
form a society and establish a government. The key elements of the social
contract include:

Transfer of Rights: Individuals agree to relinquish certain freedoms in
exchange for security and order provided by a governing authority.



Collective Agreement: The social contract is formed collectively, as
individuals agree to abide by the rules established by the sovereign.

Legitimacy of Authority: The authority established through the social
contract derives its legitimacy from the consent of the governed.

2.4 The Role of the Sovereign

Hobbes argues that the sovereign—a powerful ruler or assembly—must possess
absolute authority to maintain peace and prevent a return to the state of
nature. Key aspects of the sovereign's role include:

Absolute Power: The sovereign must have the power to enforce laws and1.
ensure compliance.

Protection of Citizens: The primary role of the sovereign is to provide2.
security and protect citizens from external threats and internal
conflict.

Prevention of Rebellion: The sovereign must prevent rebellion and3.
dissent to maintain order, even if it requires the use of force.

3. Ethical Implications of Hobbes’ Philosophy

Hobbes' views on ethics are deeply intertwined with his political philosophy.
His materialistic approach challenges traditional notions of morality by
framing ethical considerations within the context of human survival and
social order.

3.1 Morality as Social Construct

For Hobbes, moral values are not inherent; instead, they are constructed
through social agreements. The laws established by the sovereign create the
framework for what is considered right and wrong within society. This
perspective raises questions about the objectivity of morality:

Relativism: If morality is defined by social contracts, it can vary from
one society to another.

Authority vs. Morality: The sovereign's authority can dictate moral



norms, which may conflict with individual ethical beliefs.

3.2 Justification of Authority

Hobbes' argument for absolute authority raises ethical concerns regarding the
justification of power. Is it ethical for a sovereign to exercise total
control over individuals? Hobbes responds by asserting that the
alternative—chaos and violence—poses a greater threat to human well-being
than the potential abuses of power by a sovereign.

4. Critiques of Hobbes’ Philosophy

While Hobbes' philosophy has significantly influenced political thought, it
has also faced criticism from various quarters.

4.1 The Pessimistic View of Human Nature

Critics argue that Hobbes' view of human nature is overly pessimistic. They
contend that humans are capable of altruism, cooperation, and empathy, which
contradicts Hobbes' assertion that self-interest is the primary motivator of
human behavior.

4.2 The Danger of Absolute Power

Another major critique centers on the implications of Hobbes’ advocacy for
absolute sovereignty. Critics contend that concentrating power in a single
authority can lead to tyranny and oppression, undermining the very security
Hobbes sought to establish.

5. Legacy of Hobbes’ Philosophy

Despite critiques, Hobbes’ philosophy remains a cornerstone of political
theory. His ideas have influenced subsequent thinkers, including John Locke,
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and contemporary political philosophers.

5.1 Influence on Modern Political Thought



Hobbes’ social contract theory laid the groundwork for later discussions on
the legitimacy of government and the rights of individuals. Concepts such as:

Government by consent

The rule of law

Human rights

are rooted in the principles Hobbes articulated.

5.2 Relevance in Contemporary Issues

Hobbes' insights into human nature and authority are relevant today as
societies grapple with issues of governance, security, and individual rights.
His ideas provoke critical discussions about the balance between state power
and personal freedoms in modern democracies.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Thomas Hobbes' philosophy offers a profound exploration of
human nature, political authority, and ethics. His analysis of the state of
nature and the necessity of a strong sovereign continues to resonate in
contemporary discussions about governance and morality. While his views may
draw criticism, the enduring relevance of Hobbes' thought underscores his
position as a pivotal figure in the history of political philosophy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central idea of Thomas Hobbes'
philosophy?
The central idea of Thomas Hobbes' philosophy is the concept of the social
contract, where individuals consent to surrender some freedoms to a sovereign
authority in exchange for security and social order.

How does Hobbes describe the state of nature?
Hobbes describes the state of nature as a hypothetical condition where human
beings live without any political authority, characterized by chaos, fear,
and a 'war of all against all'.



What is Hobbes' view on human nature?
Hobbes views human nature as inherently self-interested and competitive,
believing that without a strong central authority, individuals would act on
their impulses, leading to conflict.

What role does the social contract play in Hobbes'
political philosophy?
In Hobbes' political philosophy, the social contract is an agreement among
individuals to create and obey a governing authority to escape the violence
of the state of nature and ensure peace and security.

How does Hobbes justify absolute sovereignty?
Hobbes justifies absolute sovereignty by arguing that a powerful, centralized
authority is necessary to maintain order and prevent a return to the anarchy
of the state of nature, where life would be 'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish,
and short'.

What is the significance of Hobbes' work
'Leviathan'?
Hobbes' work 'Leviathan' is significant as it outlines his theories on social
contract theory, the nature of human beings, and the justification for
absolute authority, influencing modern political thought.

How does Hobbes' philosophy differ from that of John
Locke?
Hobbes' philosophy differs from that of John Locke in that Hobbes advocates
for absolute sovereignty to avoid chaos, while Locke supports a limited
government that protects individual rights and allows for rebellion against
tyranny.

What impact did Hobbes' philosophy have on modern
political theory?
Hobbes' philosophy had a profound impact on modern political theory by
introducing ideas of social contract, authority, and the necessity of a
strong government, influencing subsequent thinkers and the development of
liberal and authoritarian political systems.
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