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Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes is a foundational text in political philosophy,
published in 1651. In this work, Hobbes presents a comprehensive view of
human nature, society, and the necessity of a strong, centralized authority
to maintain peace and prevent conflict. The book is named after the biblical
sea monster Leviathan, which Hobbes uses as a metaphor for the state,
illustrating the powerful and often fearsome nature of government. This
article will provide a detailed summary of Hobbes' Leviathan, examining its
key themes, arguments, and implications for political thought.

Background and Context

Before delving into the specifics of Hobbes' arguments, it is essential to
understand the historical and intellectual context in which Leviathan was
written.

The English Civil War

— The English Civil War (1642-1651) played a significant role in shaping
Hobbes' views.

— The conflict between the monarchy and parliament raised questions about
authority, governance, and human nature.

— Hobbes witnessed the chaos and violence of the war, leading him to advocate
for a strong central authority to prevent such disorder.

Philosophical Influences

— Hobbes was influenced by the scientific revolution and thinkers like
Galileo.

— He emphasized empirical observation and rationality, which shaped his views
on human behavior and society.

— His materialist philosophy suggested that all phenomena, including thoughts
and emotions, could be explained through physical principles.

Human Nature

At the core of Leviathan is Hobbes' view of human nature, which he describes
as inherently selfish and competitive.

The State of Nature

— Hobbes posits that in the absence of political authority, humans exist in a
"state of nature."

- In this state, individuals are driven by self-preservation and desire,
leading to a "war of all against all."

— Life in the state of nature is characterized by insecurity, fear, and



competition, as there are no laws or social contracts to govern behavior.

Desire and Fear

— Hobbes argues that human actions are motivated primarily by two emotions:
desire and fear.

— Desire propels individuals to seek power, resources, and security, while
fear compels them to avoid danger and conflict.

— This duality leads to a perpetual cycle of competition and conflict in the
absence of a controlling authority.

The Social Contract

To escape the chaos of the state of nature, Hobbes introduces the concept of
the social contract.

Formation of the Social Contract

— According to Hobbes, individuals rationally agree to surrender some of
their freedoms in exchange for security and order.

— This collective agreement leads to the establishment of a commonwealth, a
political entity that embodies the will of the people.

— The social contract is not a literal agreement but rather a theoretical
construct that justifies the authority of the sovereign.

The Role of the Sovereign

— The sovereign, whether a monarch or an assembly, 1is granted absolute power
to enforce laws and maintain peace.

— Hobbes argues that the sovereign must possess the authority to act
decisively, as any division of power could lead to instability and conflict.
— The sovereign's primary duty is to protect the citizens from external and
internal threats, thereby ensuring their safety and well-being.

The Leviathan as a Metaphor

Hobbes uses the image of the Leviathan to symbolize the state and its power.

Characteristics of the Lewviathan

— The Leviathan represents the collective strength and authority of the
commonwealth.

— Just as the biblical Leviathan is a formidable creature, so too must the
state be powerful enough to deter threats and maintain order.

— The sovereign's authority is derived from the consent of the governed,
making the state a creation of the people's will.



Justification of Absolute Authority

— Hobbes argues that only an absolute sovereign can prevent the return to the
chaos of the state of nature.

— He dismisses the idea of rebellion against the sovereign, asserting that
even tyrannical rulers are preferable to the anarchy of a lawless society.

— The legitimacy of the sovereign is based on the social contract; thus, any
challenge to that authority undermines the very foundation of political
organization.

Key Themes in Leviathan

Several key themes emerge from Hobbes' Leviathan, each contributing to the
broader understanding of his political philosophy.

Security and Order

— Hobbes places a premium on security as the primary goal of political
organization.

- The fear of violent conflict drives individuals to seek a powerful
authority capable of maintaining order.

— Without security, Hobbes argues, civilization collapses into chaos,
rendering life "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."

Individualism vs. Collectivism

— While Hobbes emphasizes individual self-interest, he also underscores the
necessity of collective action through the social contract.

— Individuals must recognize that their self-preservation depends on the
stability provided by a strong political authority.

— The balance between individual rights and collective security is a
recurring tension in political thought.

Authority and Legitimacy

— Hobbes' philosophy raises questions about the nature of authority and the
legitimacy of government.

— He arqgues that authority is justified through the consent of the governed,
but this raises issues regarding the rights of the individual versus the
power of the state.

— The challenge of maintaining legitimacy while wielding absolute power is a
central concern in governance.

Critiques and Legacy

While Leviathan has had a profound impact on political philosophy, it has
also faced criticism.



Critiques of Hobbes' View of Human Nature

- Some critics argue that Hobbes presents a pessimistic view of human nature,
neglecting the capacity for altruism and cooperation.

— Others contend that his emphasis on fear as a primary motivator
oversimplifies the complexities of human behavior.

Influence on Modern Political Thought

— Despite criticisms, Hobbes' ideas have significantly influenced modern
political theory, particularly the concepts of social contract and state
sovereignty.

— His work laid the groundwork for later thinkers such as John Locke and
Jean—-Jacques Rousseau, who would offer alternative views on government and
human nature.

— Hobbes' arguments continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about
authority, governance, and the role of the state in individual lives.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes is a seminal work that explores the
nature of humanity, the necessity of political authority, and the social
contract's role in establishing order. Hobbes' depiction of the state of
nature as a realm of chaos and conflict highlights the importance of a
powerful sovereign to maintain peace and security. While his views have been
subject to critique, the influence of Leviathan endures in modern political
thought, prompting ongoing discussions about the balance between individual
rights and the authority of the state. As such, Hobbes' work remains a
crucial reference point for understanding the complexities of governance,
authority, and human nature in the political landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Leviathan by Thomas
Hobbes?

The main premise of Leviathan is that in order to escape the chaos of a
natural state, individuals must surrender some of their freedoms to a
sovereign authority, which maintains order and protects them.

How does Hobbes describe the state of nature?

Hobbes describes the state of nature as a condition where there is no
government or authority, leading to a 'war of all against all' where life is
'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.'

What is the 'social contract' in Leviathan?

The social contract in Leviathan refers to the agreement among individuals to
create a governing body that enforces laws and ensures peace in exchange for



some of their freedoms.

What role does the Leviathan play in Hobbes's
political theory?

The Leviathan represents the absolute sovereign authority that arises from
the social contract, which Hobbes argues is necessary to maintain peace and
prevent societal chaos.

How does Hobbes justify the need for an absolute
monarchy?

Hobbes justifies the need for an absolute monarchy by arguing that a
singular, powerful ruler can effectively enforce laws and prevent conflict,
which is essential for societal stability.

What are the implications of Hobbes's view on human
nature?

Hobbes's view on human nature is that people are inherently selfish and
driven by self-preservation, which leads to conflict without a strong central
authority to reqgulate behavior.

How does Leviathan address the concept of liberty?

In Leviathan, Hobbes discusses liberty as the freedom to act according to
one's will, but he argues that true security and freedom can only be achieved
through the limitation of certain liberties in favor of societal order.

What critiques have been made against Hobbes's
Leviathan?

Critiques of Hobbes's Leviathan include arguments that his view of human
nature is overly pessimistic, and that the idea of absolute authority can
lead to tyranny and oppression.

How has Leviathan influenced modern political
thought?
Leviathan has significantly influenced modern political thought by laying the

groundwork for social contract theory, informing discussions about authority,
governance, and individual rights in political philosophy.
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