thomas hobbes and human nature

Thomas Hobbes and Human Nature are intrinsically linked through his seminal work, "Leviathan,"
where he presents a disturbing yet compelling view of humanity. Born in 1588 in England, Hobbes
lived through a tumultuous period marked by civil war and political upheaval, which deeply
influenced his philosophical outlook. His exploration of human nature is not merely an abstract
inquiry but a reflection of the chaotic world he inhabited. Hobbes posits that humans are
fundamentally self-interested, driven by a desire for self-preservation and power, which leads to
conflict unless restrained by a strong, central authority.

Hobbes's Philosophy: The State of Nature

To understand Hobbes's perspective on human nature, one must first grasp his concept of the "state
of nature." In this hypothetical scenario, Hobbes describes a world without government or social
structures.

The Characteristics of the State of Nature

1. Equality: Hobbes argues that in the state of nature, all men are equal in their ability to kill or be
killed. This equality leads to competition and conflict as individuals vie for resources.

2. Scarcity: Resources are limited, and this scarcity exacerbates tensions among individuals,
fostering an environment ripe for conflict.

3. Desire for Power: Hobbes believes that humans have an innate desire for power and dominance,
leading to a continual struggle for supremacy over others.

4. Fear of Death: The fear of violent death is a fundamental aspect of human nature, propelling
individuals to seek security and protection.

5. Lack of Trust: In the absence of a governing authority, individuals cannot trust one another,
leading to a "war of all against all."

Implications of the State of Nature

The implications of Hobbes's state of nature are profound. He suggests that without a social contract
or authoritative power, life would be "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." This grim view
underscores the need for an absolute sovereign to maintain peace and order. For Hobbes, the
natural condition of humanity is one of chaos, which necessitates the establishment of a strong
government.



The Social Contract

Central to Hobbes's philosophy is the concept of the social contract. This idea posits that individuals
come together to form a society and agree to surrender certain freedoms in exchange for security
and order.

Formation of the Social Contract

1. Mutual Agreement: Individuals mutually agree to create a government to escape the chaos of the
state of nature. This agreement is foundational to the legitimacy of authority.

2. Surrender of Rights: People give up certain rights and freedoms, particularly the right to act in
self-interest without restraint, to ensure collective safety.

3. Establishment of Authority: The social contract leads to the establishment of a sovereign

authority—whether a monarch or an assembly—which holds the power to enforce laws and maintain
order.

Characteristics of the Sovereign

1. Absolute Power: The sovereign must have absolute power to effectively enforce laws and ensure
peace.

2. Legitimacy: The authority of the sovereign is derived from the consent of the governed, which
legitimizes its power.

3. Protection of Citizens: The primary role of the sovereign is to protect citizens from violence and
conflict, ensuring their safety and security.

4. Prevention of Anarchy: The sovereign's existence prevents the return to the state of nature,
curbing the natural tendencies of humans toward conflict.

Human Nature and Morality

Hobbes's view of human nature also extends into the realm of morality. He argues that morality is
not inherent or divinely ordained but is instead a product of social contracts and agreed-upon norms.

Morality as a Construct

1. Social Agreements: Moral codes arise from the agreements made within society to maintain order
and harmony.



2. Utility of Morality: Actions are deemed moral if they contribute to the stability and security of
society; thus, morality is utilitarian in nature.

3. Consequences of Actions: Individuals are motivated by the consequences of their actions, which
are evaluated based on their ability to promote peace and reduce conflict.

Critiques of Hobbes's View on Morality

Hobbes's perspective has faced criticism from various philosophers:

1. Optimism about Human Nature: Some argue that Hobbes is overly pessimistic about human
nature, pointing to examples of altruism and cooperation.

2. Moral Absolutes: Critics contend that Hobbes's morality lacks a foundation for absolute moral
truths, leading to relativism.

3. Excessive Authority: Others argue that Hobbes's justification for absolute authority can lead to
tyranny, undermining individual rights.

Legacy of Hobbes's Ideas

Hobbes's ideas on human nature and the social contract have had a lasting impact on political
philosophy and social theory. His work laid the groundwork for later thinkers and movements.

Influence on Political Philosophy

1. Social Contract Theorists: Hobbes's ideas influenced later social contract theorists, such as John
Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who offered contrasting views on human nature and government.

2. Realism in International Relations: Hobbes's depiction of human nature has found resonance in
realism, a school of thought in international relations that emphasizes self-interest and competition

among states.

3. Modern Political Thought: His views remain relevant in contemporary discussions surrounding
governance, authority, and human rights.

Contemporary Relevance

1. Debates on Authority: Hobbes's ideas continue to inform debates about the role of government in
regulating individual behavior and maintaining social order.

2. Understanding Conflict: His insights into human nature provide a framework for understanding
conflict in personal relationships, communities, and international relations.



3. Ethical Discussions: The moral implications of Hobbes's philosophy provoke ongoing discussions
about the nature of ethics in a pluralistic society.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Thomas Hobbes and human nature are intricately intertwined in his philosophical
discourse, particularly in "Leviathan." His bleak portrayal of humanity, characterized by self-interest
and a propensity for violence, serves as a cautionary tale about the chaos of the state of nature. The
establishment of a social contract and a sovereign authority emerges as a necessary response to the
fundamental aspects of human nature. While his ideas have faced criticism and sparked lively
debate, Hobbes's influence on political philosophy, ethics, and our understanding of human behavior
endures. His work challenges us to reflect on the nature of authority, morality, and the complexities
of human relationships in a world still grappling with the tensions between freedom and security.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Thomas Hobbes' view on human nature?

Thomas Hobbes believed that human nature is fundamentally self-interested and competitive. He
argued that in a state of nature, without the constraints of society, humans would act in ways that
are violent and chaotic, driven by their desires and the need for self-preservation.

How does Hobbes' concept of the 'state of nature' relate to his
views on human nature?

Hobbes' concept of the 'state of nature' describes a hypothetical scenario where there are no laws or
government. He believed that in this state, humans would be in constant conflict due to their natural
instincts, leading to life being 'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."' This illustrates his belief that
human nature is inherently aggressive and competitive.

What role does fear play in Hobbes' understanding of human
nature?

Fear plays a crucial role in Hobbes' understanding of human nature. He argues that the fear of
death and the desire for security compel individuals to seek peace and form social contracts. This
fear drives people to establish governments to impose order and prevent the chaos that would arise
in the state of nature.

How did Hobbes influence modern political philosophy
regarding human nature?

Hobbes significantly influenced modern political philosophy by introducing the idea that human
behavior is driven by self-interest and fear. His social contract theory laid the groundwork for later
thinkers, such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who also explored the implications of



human nature on governance and society.

What is the significance of the Leviathan in Hobbes'
philosophy on human nature?

The 'Leviathan' is a central work by Hobbes that articulates his views on human nature and the
necessity of a strong, centralized authority. In it, he argues that to escape the anarchy of the state of
nature, individuals must collectively agree to surrender certain freedoms to a sovereign power,
which would maintain peace and security.

In what ways have Hobbes' ideas about human nature been
challenged by other philosophers?

Hobbes' ideas about human nature have been challenged by philosophers like John Locke, who
argued that humans are capable of cooperation and altruism in the state of nature. Rousseau also
countered Hobbes by suggesting that humans are inherently good and that society corrupts them,
presenting a more optimistic view of human nature.
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