
thomas hobbes and human nature
thomas hobbes and human nature form a cornerstone of political philosophy and social theory
that continues to influence modern thought. Hobbes, a 17th-century English philosopher, presented a
distinctive view on the fundamental characteristics of human beings and their implications for society
and governance. His interpretations of human nature emphasize self-preservation, fear, and
rationality as driving forces behind human behavior. This article explores Hobbes’ perspective on
human nature, the state of nature, the social contract, and the implications for political authority and
social order. By examining his key ideas, readers can gain a deeper understanding of how Hobbes’
views shaped concepts of law, government, and human interaction. The discussion also highlights
critiques and lasting impacts of Hobbesian thought in contemporary philosophy and political science.
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Hobbes’ View of Human Nature
Thomas Hobbes’ analysis of human nature is grounded in the belief that humans are fundamentally
driven by self-interest, desires, and the instinct for survival. He posited that humans are naturally
equal in their capacities to harm or defend themselves, which leads to competition and conflict.
According to Hobbes, human nature is characterized by a restless desire for power and resources,
which only ceases when death occurs or one’s power is absolute. This perspective presents a rather
pessimistic view, emphasizing fear, distrust, and the propensity for violence as natural human
conditions.

Self-Preservation and Fear
Central to Hobbes’ understanding of human nature is the instinct of self-preservation. Humans seek to
avoid death and harm, which generates fear of violent death in a state without authority or law. This
fear motivates individuals to seek peace and stability through collective agreements. Hobbes argued
that this fear is rational and universal, shaping human decisions and interactions.

Rationality and Desire
While driven by desires, Hobbes also recognized human beings as rational actors capable of
calculating the best means to achieve their ends. Rationality enables individuals to foresee the
consequences of their actions and to agree upon social contracts that secure peace and order.
However, rationality alone does not guarantee peaceful behavior without external enforcement.



Equality and Conflict
Hobbes emphasized that natural equality among humans, particularly in physical and mental
faculties, leads to competition for limited resources. This equality creates conditions where no one is
secure, as even the weakest can potentially kill the strongest through cunning or alliances. This
perpetual insecurity fosters a state of conflict known as the “war of all against all.”

The State of Nature According to Hobbes
The concept of the state of nature is pivotal in Hobbes’ philosophy, serving as a hypothetical condition
that illustrates human life without political authority. Hobbes depicted the state of nature as a chaotic
and dangerous environment marked by constant fear, insecurity, and the absence of laws or justice.
This scenario is used to justify the creation of social contracts and governments.

Characteristics of the State of Nature
In the state of nature, Hobbes argued that there is:

No government or laws to regulate behavior

No property rights or social order

Universal insecurity and vulnerability

Perpetual conflict due to competition, distrust, and glory-seeking

Life in this condition is famously described by Hobbes as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”
The absence of political authority means that every individual has the right to everything, leading to
inevitable clashes.

War of All Against All
The state of nature, according to Hobbes, degenerates into a war of every person against every other
person. This condition arises because individuals cannot trust others to respect their rights or safety
without a higher power enforcing laws. The fear of violent death dominates human experience,
making cooperation extremely difficult without external enforcement mechanisms.

The Social Contract and Political Authority
To escape the perils of the state of nature, Hobbes proposed the social contract as a rational solution
whereby individuals collectively agree to surrender certain freedoms to a sovereign authority. This
authority, often embodied in a monarch or governing body, holds absolute power to enforce peace
and security. Hobbes’ social contract theory laid the foundation for modern political philosophy,
emphasizing the necessity of centralized power to maintain order.



The Formation of the Social Contract
Individuals consent to give up their natural rights to do anything they wish in exchange for protection
and social order. This mutual transfer of rights creates a political body with the power to impose laws
and punish transgressors. The social contract is voluntary and grounded in self-interest, as individuals
recognize that peace and security serve their survival and well-being.

The Sovereign’s Absolute Authority
Hobbes maintained that the sovereign must possess absolute and indivisible authority to effectively
prevent the return to the state of nature. The sovereign’s powers include making laws, adjudicating
disputes, and maintaining peace. Resistance against the sovereign is unjustified because it risks a
relapse into chaos and violence.

Limits and Critiques of Hobbes’ Social Contract
While Hobbes’ social contract theory is influential, it has faced critiques related to the extent of
sovereign power and the suppression of individual freedoms. Critics argue that Hobbes’ model
justifies authoritarianism and neglects the possibility of resistance against tyranny. Nevertheless, his
theory remains foundational in understanding the relationship between individuals and the state.

Implications of Hobbes’ Philosophy on Modern Thought
Thomas Hobbes’ insights into human nature and political authority have profoundly impacted
philosophy, political science, and legal theory. His realistic and often stark portrayal of human nature
challenges idealistic views and underscores the necessity of governance structures. The following
points highlight key implications of Hobbesian thought in contemporary contexts.

Influence on Political Philosophy
Hobbes’ concept of the social contract influenced later philosophers such as John Locke and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, who expanded and modified the idea to advocate for different forms of
government. His emphasis on security and order continues to inform debates on the role of the state
and individual rights.

Foundations of Modern State Theory
The notion of a centralized authority with the power to enforce laws and maintain social order is
foundational to modern state theory. Hobbes’ advocacy for a strong sovereign prefigured the
development of the modern nation-state and legal systems based on the rule of law.



Contemporary Relevance
Discussions on human nature, governance, and social contracts remain relevant in contemporary
political discourse, particularly in contexts of social unrest, governance crises, and debates over civil
liberties versus security. Hobbes’ framework aids in understanding the balance between authority and
freedom in modern societies.

Summary of Hobbes’ Key Ideas

Humans are naturally driven by self-interest and fear.1.

The state of nature is a war-like condition without authority.2.

A social contract establishes political authority to ensure peace.3.

The sovereign must have absolute power to maintain order.4.

Human nature and political authority are inseparable in ensuring societal stability.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Thomas Hobbes' view of human nature?
Thomas Hobbes believed that human nature is fundamentally self-interested and driven by desires for
power, survival, and security. He viewed humans as naturally in a state of constant competition and
conflict without a strong authority to maintain order.

How does Hobbes describe the state of nature?
Hobbes describes the state of nature as a pre-political condition where there is no government or
laws, leading to a 'war of all against all' where life is 'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short' due to
constant fear and danger of violent death.

Why does Hobbes argue that humans need a social contract?
Hobbes argues that because humans are naturally driven by self-interest and prone to conflict, they
need to collectively agree to a social contract to establish a sovereign authority. This authority
enforces laws and ensures peace and security, preventing the chaos of the state of nature.

How does Hobbes’ view of human nature influence his
political philosophy?
Hobbes’ pessimistic view of human nature as selfish and competitive leads him to advocate for an
absolute sovereign with unquestioned power to maintain social order and prevent civil war,



emphasizing security over individual freedoms.

In what ways has Hobbes’ perspective on human nature been
challenged?
Hobbes’ perspective has been challenged by philosophers who argue that humans are also capable of
cooperation, altruism, and empathy. Critics suggest that his view is overly cynical and neglects the
social and moral capacities that facilitate peaceful societies without absolute authority.

Additional Resources
1. Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes
This seminal work by Hobbes lays the foundation for his views on human nature and political
philosophy. It argues that humans are naturally self-interested and prone to conflict without a strong
central authority. Hobbes introduces the concept of the social contract, where individuals consent to
surrender some freedoms in exchange for security and order.

2. Human Nature and the Social Order by Thomas Hobbes
In this collection of Hobbes’s writings, the focus is on the psychological and social aspects of human
nature. The essays explore how human desires and fears drive behavior and the necessity of societal
structures to curb chaos. Hobbes’s insights into self-preservation and competition remain influential in
understanding political systems.

3. Hobbes: A Very Short Introduction by Richard Tuck
This concise book provides an accessible overview of Hobbes’s philosophy, emphasizing his views on
human nature. Tuck explains how Hobbes’s ideas about fear, power, and the state of nature shaped
modern political thought. The book also discusses the relevance of Hobbes’s theories in contemporary
debates on governance.

4. The Philosophy of Human Nature by Thomas Hobbes
This text presents a detailed analysis of Hobbes’s perspective on human psychology and motivations.
It delves into the mechanisms of desire, reason, and emotions, framing them within Hobbes’s
materialist worldview. The book is essential for understanding the philosophical underpinnings of
Hobbes’s political arguments.

5. Thomas Hobbes and the Science of Power by Tom Sorell
Sorell examines Hobbes’s ideas in the context of power dynamics and human nature. The book
explores how Hobbes viewed power as central to both individual behavior and political authority. It
offers a critical assessment of Hobbes’s legacy in political philosophy and his influence on concepts of
sovereignty.

6. Hobbes and Human Nature by Stephen Holmes
This work investigates the complexities of Hobbes’s understanding of human nature, particularly the
tension between self-interest and social cooperation. Holmes highlights the philosophical challenges
Hobbes faced in reconciling individual desires with the need for political order. The book contributes
to deeper discussions on morality and governance.

7. The State of Nature in Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau by Michael Silverthorne
This comparative study situates Hobbes’s conception of human nature alongside his contemporaries.



Silverthorne analyzes the differing views on the natural condition of humans and its implications for
political theory. The book provides a broader context for understanding Hobbes’s pessimistic view of
humanity.

8. Nature and Norms in the Philosophy of Thomas Hobbes by Howard Warrender
Warrender explores the relationship between human nature and moral norms in Hobbes’s philosophy.
The book addresses how Hobbes justifies the creation of laws and ethical standards based on natural
human tendencies. It is a valuable resource for readers interested in the intersection of ethics and
political theory.

9. Hobbes on the Human Condition by Noel Malcolm
Malcolm offers a comprehensive examination of Hobbes’s views on human nature, focusing on his
depiction of the human condition as one of conflict and insecurity. The book discusses how Hobbes’s
ideas about fear, competition, and desire inform his political solutions. Malcolm’s analysis sheds light
on the enduring significance of Hobbes’s thought.
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