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Thomas Hobbes' philosophy on human nature has remained a pivotal point of
discussion in political theory and ethics since the publication of his
seminal work, "Leviathan," in 1651. Hobbes, an English philosopher, proposed
a rather bleak view of human nature, asserting that individuals are naturally
inclined toward selfishness and conflict. His ideas not only laid the
groundwork for modern political philosophy but also influenced subsequent
thinkers in various fields. In this article, we will delve into the key
themes of Hobbes' philosophy, exploring his understanding of human nature,
the implications for society and governance, and the relevance of his ideas
in contemporary discourse.

Understanding Human Nature According to Hobbes

Hobbes' perspective on human nature is rooted in a materialistic and
mechanistic view of the world. He posits that humans are essentially driven
by their desires and aversions, which he defined in terms of self-
preservation and the pursuit of pleasure. His famous assertion—"the life of
man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short"—captures his belief that, in
their natural state, individuals are in constant competition for resources,
leading to inevitable conflict and violence.

The State of Nature

According to Hobbes, before the establishment of society and governance,
humans existed in what he termed the "state of nature." This hypothetical
condition is characterized by the absence of authority and the prevalence of
chaos. Key features of the state of nature include:

1. Equality of Ability: Hobbes contended that while individuals may differ in
strength and intellect, they are sufficiently equal in their ability to harm
one another, leading to a perpetual state of competition.

2. Scarcity of Resources: The natural world offers limited resources, which
fuels conflict as individuals strive to secure their own needs.

3. Fear and Self-Preservation: The constant threat of violence and death
drives individuals to act defensively, leading to a cycle of distrust and
aggression.

4. Desire for Power: Hobbes believed that individuals are naturally inclined
to seek power and control, which exacerbates conflicts.



The Social Contract

In response to the chaos of the state of nature, Hobbes proposed the concept
of the social contract as a means to escape this condition. The social
contract is an implicit agreement among individuals to form a society and
establish a governing authority. This transition involves several critical
elements:

1. Surrender of Rights: Individuals agree to relinquish certain freedoms in
exchange for security and order. This surrender is not to one another but to
a sovereign authority.

2. Establishment of Authority: The sovereign, whether a monarchy or an
assembly, possesses absolute power to maintain peace and prevent conflict.
Hobbes believed that only a powerful ruler could effectively control the
violent tendencies of human nature.

3. Collective Safety: The primary purpose of the social contract is to ensure
safety and security for all individuals, creating a civil society where
cooperation and coexistence are possible.

Implications for Governance

Hobbes’ views on human nature have profound implications for his ideas on
governance. His belief in the inherently selfish and violent tendencies of
humans led him to advocate for a strong, centralized authority. This section
will explore the characteristics of Hobbesian governance.

Absolute Sovereignty

Hobbes argued that the sovereign must possess absolute authority to
effectively maintain order and prevent a return to the state of nature. Key
aspects of this concept include:

- Unquestionable Power: The sovereign's power should not be challenged or
divided; otherwise, it would lead to instability and conflict.

- Rule of Law: The authority must establish laws that govern behavior and
maintain order, ensuring that individuals abide by the social contract.

- Protection of Citizens: The sovereign is responsible for safeguarding the
lives and property of its subjects, justifying its authority through the
provision of security.



Justification of Authority

Hobbes’ philosophy also raises questions about the legitimacy of political
authority. He asserts that the legitimacy of a government stems from the
consent of the governed. However, he argues that this consent is born out of
necessity rather than moral obligation. The implications of this view
include:

1. Pragmatic Justification: Authority is justified not by divine right or
moral righteousness but by the practical need to avoid the chaos of the state
of nature.

2. Potential for Tyranny: While Hobbes justifies absolute authority, his
framework opens up discussions about the potential for tyranny and the abuse
of power by the sovereign.

3. Limited Right to Revolt: Hobbes believed that subjects should not rebel
against the sovereign unless their lives are directly threatened, emphasizing
the importance of stability over individual rights.

Critiques and Relevance of Hobbes' Philosophy

Despite its foundational role in political philosophy, Hobbes' views on human
nature and governance have faced significant critiques. Understanding these
critiques provides insight into the limitations of his philosophy and its
relevance in contemporary discussions.

Critiques of Hobbesian Thought

1. Overemphasis on Selfishness: Critics argue that Hobbes' portrayal of
humans as primarily self-interested overlooks the capacity for altruism,
cooperation, and empathy which are also integral aspects of human behavior.

2. Simplistic View of Conflict: Some scholars contend that Hobbes’ analysis
of conflict fails to account for the complexity of human relationships and
social dynamics, which can foster peace as much as they can lead to war.

3. Ethical Considerations: Hobbes’ justification for absolute authority has
raised ethical concerns regarding the rights of individuals and the potential
for government overreach.

Contemporary Relevance

Despite critiques, Hobbes’ philosophy remains relevant in various contexts:



- Political Realism: His ideas have influenced the field of political
realism, which emphasizes the role of power and self-interest in
international relations.

- Discussions on Authority: Debates about the legitimacy of government
authority and the balance between security and individual freedoms are deeply
rooted in Hobbesian thought.

- Psychological Insights: Modern psychology supports some of Hobbes'
assertions about human motivations, offering a nuanced understanding of the
interplay between selfishness and altruism.

Conclusion

Thomas Hobbes’ philosophy on human nature presents a compelling yet
controversial perspective on the motivations that drive human behavior and
the necessity of governance. His bleak view of humanity as inherently selfish
and conflict-prone leads to the radical conclusion that a strong, centralized
authority is essential to maintain order and security. While his ideas have
faced significant critiques, they continue to inform contemporary discussions
on political authority, ethics, and human behavior. As we navigate the
complexities of modern society, Hobbes’ insights into human nature serve as a
critical lens through which we can examine the foundations of our social
contracts and governance structures.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Thomas Hobbes' view on the state of nature?
Hobbes believed that in the state of nature, humans are in a constant state
of war, driven by self-interest and competition for resources, leading to a
life that is 'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.'

How does Hobbes define human nature?
Hobbes defines human nature as inherently selfish and aggressive, where
individuals are motivated primarily by their desires for power and survival,
leading to conflict without a governing authority.

What role does social contract play in Hobbes'
philosophy?
In Hobbes' philosophy, the social contract is an agreement among individuals
to form a society and establish a government to impose order and prevent the
chaos of the state of nature, sacrificing some freedoms for security.



How does Hobbes' view of human nature differ from
that of other philosophers?
Unlike philosophers like John Locke, who viewed humans as rational and
capable of cooperation, Hobbes saw humans as inherently self-serving,
necessitating a strong central authority to maintain peace and prevent
conflict.

What implications does Hobbes' philosophy have for
modern political theory?
Hobbes' philosophy emphasizes the need for a powerful government to maintain
order, influencing modern political theory by laying the groundwork for
discussions about authority, governance, and the role of the state in
regulating human behavior.
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