
thomas hobbes man and citizen
Thomas Hobbes: Man and Citizen is a profound exploration of human nature,
social contract theory, and the foundations of political philosophy. Written
in the 17th century, Hobbes's work remains a cornerstone of Western political
thought, providing insights into the relationship between individuals and the
state. In this article, we will delve into the key concepts presented by
Hobbes, examining the nature of man, the structure of society, and the role
of the sovereign in maintaining order.

Understanding the State of Nature

Hobbes begins his discourse by defining the state of nature, a hypothetical
condition in which humans exist without any form of political authority or
governance. This concept is crucial to understanding his views on the
necessity of a strong central authority.

The Characteristics of the State of Nature

In the state of nature, Hobbes argues that:

1. Equality Among Individuals: Hobbes posits that all individuals are
fundamentally equal in their physical and mental capacities, which leads to
competition for resources.
2. Scarcity of Resources: The natural world is characterized by limited
resources, resulting in conflict as individuals seek to secure what they need
to survive.
3. Violence and Fear: Without a governing body to enforce laws, individuals
resort to violence to protect themselves, leading to a perpetual state of
fear and insecurity.

Hobbes famously states that in this state, life is "solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short," emphasizing the chaotic and dangerous nature of human
existence without a social contract.

The Social Contract

To escape the perils of the state of nature, individuals come together to
form a social contract. This agreement is foundational to Hobbes's political
philosophy and serves as the basis for the establishment of a civil society.



Components of the Social Contract

The social contract involves several key components:

1. Mutual Agreement: Individuals agree to surrender certain freedoms in
exchange for the protection of their remaining rights. This mutual consent is
essential for the legitimacy of the contract.
2. Formation of a Sovereign Authority: The social contract leads to the
creation of a sovereign power, which can take the form of a monarch or an
assembly. This authority is granted the power to enforce laws and ensure
peace.
3. Absolute Power of the Sovereign: Hobbes argues that for the social
contract to be effective, the sovereign must possess absolute power. This
authority is necessary to maintain order and prevent a return to the chaos of
the state of nature.

Implications of the Social Contract

The establishment of the social contract has several implications for
individuals and society:

- Security and Stability: By transferring some of their rights to the
sovereign, individuals gain protection from violence and chaos, leading to a
more stable society.
- Collective Identity: The social contract fosters a sense of belonging and
collective identity among citizens, as they agree to live under a common set
of rules.
- Moral Obligations: Citizens have a moral obligation to obey the laws
imposed by the sovereign, as disobedience threatens the peace and security
established by the social contract.

The Role of the Sovereign

Central to Hobbes’s philosophy is the role of the sovereign, who wields
significant power over the citizenry. The nature of this authority is
critical to understanding Hobbes's views on governance.

Characteristics of the Sovereign

Hobbes outlines several key characteristics of the sovereign:

1. Leviathan: Hobbes famously describes the sovereign as a "Leviathan," a
powerful entity that embodies the collective will of the people. This
metaphor emphasizes the importance of a strong central authority.



2. Unquestionable Authority: The sovereign's authority is absolute, meaning
that citizens cannot challenge or revolt against it without risking a return
to the state of nature.
3. Protection of the Commonwealth: The primary role of the sovereign is to
protect the commonwealth, ensuring peace and stability for all citizens.

Types of Sovereignty

Hobbes recognizes different forms of sovereignty, including:

- Monarchical Sovereignty: A single ruler, such as a king or queen, holds
absolute power.
- Democratic Sovereignty: Power is vested in an assembly or a group of
individuals representing the populace.
- Aristocratic Sovereignty: Authority is held by a select group of elites or
nobles.

Regardless of the form, Hobbes maintains that the sovereign must possess
absolute power to effectively govern.

Human Nature and the Citizen

Hobbes's view of human nature is deeply intertwined with his political
philosophy. Understanding his perspective on human behavior is essential to
grasping the motivations behind the social contract and the authority of the
sovereign.

Motivations of Individuals

According to Hobbes, individuals are driven by several key motivations:

1. Desire for Self-Preservation: The foremost concern for individuals is
survival. This instinct drives them to seek security and protection through
the social contract.
2. Pursuit of Power: Hobbes believes that individuals are inherently
ambitious and seek to improve their circumstances, often leading to
competition and conflict.
3. Fear of Death: The fear of violent death motivates individuals to
relinquish their freedoms in favor of security provided by the sovereign.

The Citizen's Role in Society

Citizens, as participants in the social contract, have specific roles and



responsibilities:

- Obedience to Laws: Citizens are expected to obey the laws established by
the sovereign, as this obedience is essential for maintaining social order.
- Participation in Governance: In democratic forms of sovereignty, citizens
may have the opportunity to participate in governance, influencing laws and
policies.
- Defense of the Commonwealth: Citizens have a duty to defend the
commonwealth against internal and external threats, contributing to the
overall stability of society.

Critiques and Legacy

While Hobbes’s theories have significantly influenced political thought, they
have also faced criticism. Understanding these critiques provides a more
comprehensive view of his work's impact.

Critiques of Hobbes's Philosophy

1. Overemphasis on Fear: Critics argue that Hobbes’s depiction of human
nature is overly pessimistic, neglecting the capacity for cooperation and
altruism among individuals.
2. Absolute Authority: The idea of an absolute sovereign has raised concerns
regarding tyranny and the potential for abuse of power.
3. Limited View of Democracy: Hobbes’s skepticism towards popular governance
has been critiqued for undermining democratic ideals and citizen
participation.

Legacy of Hobbes's Thought

Despite the critiques, Hobbes’s work continues to resonate in contemporary
political discourse:

- Foundational Text in Political Philosophy: "Leviathan" remains a
foundational text in understanding social contract theory and the nature of
political authority.
- Influence on Modern Political Theorists: Hobbes’s ideas have influenced a
range of political theorists, from John Locke to Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
shaping the evolution of democratic thought.
- Relevance in Contemporary Politics: The themes of power, authority, and the
balance between individual rights and state control remain pertinent in
modern political discussions.



Conclusion

Thomas Hobbes: Man and Citizen presents a compelling framework for
understanding the complexities of human nature, the social contract, and the
necessity of a strong sovereign authority. His examination of the state of
nature, the formation of society, and the role of citizens continues to
provoke thought and debate in political philosophy. As we navigate the
challenges of contemporary governance, Hobbes's insights remind us of the
delicate balance between freedom, security, and authority, ensuring his
relevance in today's political landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Thomas Hobbes' 'Man and
Citizen'?
The central theme of 'Man and Citizen' is the relationship between
individuals and the state, focusing on the necessity of a strong central
authority to prevent chaos and ensure social order.

How does Hobbes describe the state of nature in 'Man
and Citizen'?
Hobbes describes the state of nature as a condition of perpetual conflict
where life is 'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short,' leading
individuals to seek peace through the establishment of a social contract.

What role does the social contract play in Hobbes'
philosophy?
The social contract is a foundational concept in Hobbes' philosophy, where
individuals collectively agree to surrender certain freedoms to a sovereign
authority in exchange for security and order.

How does Hobbes justify absolute sovereignty in 'Man
and Citizen'?
Hobbes justifies absolute sovereignty by arguing that only a powerful,
undivided authority can maintain peace and prevent the anarchy of the state
of nature, thus protecting citizens' lives and property.

What are the implications of Hobbes' views on human



nature for political authority?
Hobbes' views on human nature, which emphasize self-interest and competition,
imply that political authority must be strong and capable of controlling
these impulses to maintain social order.

How does Hobbes differentiate between 'man' and
'citizen'?
Hobbes differentiates between 'man' as a natural being driven by desires and
instincts, and 'citizen' as a socially constructed entity that exists within
the framework of a civil society governed by laws and authority.

What criticism has Hobbes faced regarding his views
in 'Man and Citizen'?
Hobbes has faced criticism for advocating for absolute power, with critics
arguing that it can lead to tyranny and that it undermines individual rights
and freedoms.

In what ways has 'Man and Citizen' influenced modern
political thought?
Hobbes' 'Man and Citizen' has significantly influenced modern political
thought by shaping discussions on the nature of authority, the legitimacy of
the state, and the importance of social contracts in governance.
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