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The picture of Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan has to be one of the most iconic visual representations of a philosophical idea. Published in 1651 it portrays a giant man, whose body is composed of thousands of smaller individuals, which towers above the well-ordered city below. This titan wears a crown, wields a sword in one hand and a sceptre in the other. This is the great Leviathan, the representation of Hobbes’ idea of absolute sovereignty, a ruler that has ultimate power and can secure peace for everyone.

Hobbes invites us to imagine what our lives would be like in a ‘state of nature,’ that actual or imagined condition in which humans exist without the benefit of any political structures or other artificial social arrangements (White, p.237.). This state of nature is a “war of all men against all men”[footnoteRef:1] and life in it is famously characterised by Hobbes as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Hobbes, De Cive, 1.12]  [2:  Hobbes, Leviathan, 1.13] 

We are to consider a situation where no state exists and no one possesses political or legal power and try to determine what it would be like to live under such conditions. We might then come to a view about how life would be, without the state and may understand more about why having a state can be justified and what form it might take.

Hobbes’s work was particularly responsive to the political upheaval in which he lived. He was born in 1588, prior to the Spanish Armada attacking England during Spain’s war with The Netherlands. The Thirty Years War ravaged Europe during all his adult years and England itself was thrown into civil war and disorder from 1642 to 1649. Given this violent political turmoil, it is perhaps not surprising that Hobbes should come to hold a view of human beings as creatures who will, if unchecked, inevitably behave violently towards each other. In Leviathan Hobbes portrays a situation of how unpleasant this would be, hoping to persuade his followers of the advantages of government.  However, even if people are not bound by the laws of coercive legal institutions, would there nevertheless still be principles of action that were in some way normative? Hobbes holds that individuals in the state of nature are in some way subject to what he calls the ‘laws of nature’, which he specifies in detail. But how are these to be understood? Are they laws of morality or rationality? Are they normative or merely descriptive? If Hobbes’ argument is sound, and his portrayal of the state of nature accurate, then Leviathan provides a compelling reason for maintaining peace under the rule of a powerful sovereign.

Hobbes suggests that there are two important aspects to understanding human nature. The first is through self-knowledge which tells us what human beings are like: the nature of their thoughts, desires, fears and hopes. The other is through the general principle of physics. Hobbes adopted Galileo’s principle of the conservation of motion (Wolff, p.9.). Galileo proposed that we should assume that objects will continue to travel at a constant motion and direction until impacted upon by another force. Galileo wanted to know why things changed direction not why things keep going. This was a revolutionary idea at the time, the common-sense thought that, just as we tire and seek rest after moving, objects will naturally do this too, was under challenge. Hobbes claims that ‘when a thing is in motion, it will eternally be in motion, unless somewhat els stay it’ (Leviathan, 87) and this, he thought was true for human beings too.
Galileo’s principle of the conservation of motion was used by Hobbes to develop what seems to be a materialist, mechanistic view of human beings as always searching for something and never being at rest. ‘There is no such thing as perpetuall Tranquility of mind while we live here; because Life it selfe is but Motion, and can never be without Desire’ (Leviathan, 129-130).

Hobbes believed that people are primarily interested in self-preservation and that this would lead to perpetual war between them. Every person’s life in this state of nature would be a constant struggle for survival. There would be no owning of property and everyone would be in direct competition with each other for resources to enable them to survive. Any promises that people make with each other do not have to be kept and are at risk of being broken if the promise no longer profits one or other of the parties. Indeed, if you have a strong desire to survive, it may be prudent to break agreements when it suits you; if you do not seize what you need when you need it, and you can get away with it, you risk someone else getting it instead. 
In this situation of direct competition for resources that are essential for survival, it makes sense to launch pre-emptive attacks against anyone that poses a threat to your continued safety. Hobbes argues in Chapter 13 of Leviathan that precisely because people desire to preserve themselves, they will deliberately go to war with others if they believe that doing so will enable them to gain greater material advantages.

In a state of nature there can be no projects which require co-operation, even the weakest can kill the strongest, no one is safe and everyone is a threat. ‘The weakest has strength enough to kill the strongest, either by secret machination or by confederacy with others’ (Leviathan, 183).
Hobbes argues that even in the state of nature there are laws of nature which follow from the use of reason. They are principles that every rational person is bound by, the first being, to seek peace wherever possible and the second, when others are prepared to do the same, give up the rights you have in the state of nature and be content with as much freedom in relation to others as you would grant them in relation to you. If others are prepared to do likewise, it is rational for anyone in the state of nature to give up their unlimited freedom in return for security – a common authority is created when everyone in a state of nature agrees ‘to submit their Wills, everyone to his Will, and their Judgements, to his Judgement’ (Leviathan Ch. 17, p. 227).
In the state of nature conflict arises because people judge differently about what may be a danger to them and so people have no reason to prefer their own judgement to that of another person. Since they do have a powerful reason (self-preservation) for wanting their judgement to be aligned with other people’s then they should all find some single source of opinion whose view about the danger they find themselves in, they will accept. It’s authority and power will then protect them, for it will be able to co-ordinate their judgements around the same dangers and elicit common action against those who pose a threat to the new society that has been created. The sovereign must be powerful enough to be able to enforce any promises made, because, as Hobbes makes clear, ‘covenants without the sword are but words, and of no strength to secure a man at all’. (Leviathan, Ch. 18.)

In the state of nature Hobbes claims that no person could ever have a reason to keep their promises, ‘because the bonds of words are too weak to bridle men’s ambition, avarice, anger and other Passions, without the fear of some coercive power’ (Leviathan Ch. 14, p. 196). His fundamental point is that if two or more people promise each other to do something (in the case of the social contract, to respect the decisions of the sovereign), then if one person keeps his word, the others have no good reason not to keep theirs. They have no good reason because the only good reason is that of self-preservation, and someone who has done what he said he would do is not thought to be a danger to other people. 
On these grounds, Hobbes argues in Chapter 15 of Leviathan (p. 203) that only a ‘Foole’ would say ‘there is no such thing as justice’ – justice consisting of keeping one’s word if others have done likewise. However, what can motivate someone in the state of nature to be the first person to keep their word? Hobbes seems to say that there can be no rational motive to do so: in a state of nature, ‘he that performest first, has no assurance the other will performe after…And therefore he which performeth first, does betray himselfe his enemy’ (ch. 14, p. 196). 
This has parallels with what is known today as the prisoners’ dilemma by Flood and Dresher in 1950, an imaginary situation designed to illustrate certain problems about co-operation with other people. You are asked to imagine that you and your partner in crime have been caught but not red-handed; you are being interrogated in separate cells. You don’t know what your partner has or hasn’t owned up to.
If neither of you confesses, then both will go free, because the police don’t have enough evidence to convict you. At first thought this seems to be the best course of action. However, the catch is that if you remain silent and your partner confesses and thereby incriminates you, he will be rewarded for his collaboration and set free, whereas you will get a long prison sentence. You too can have a reward if you confess but he doesn’t. If it turns out that you both confess you both get a short sentence. In this situation, whatever your partner in crime does, it makes sense for you to confess (assuming that you want to maximise your own benefit). This is because if he doesn’t confess, you stand to get the reward as well as being released; and if he does confess, then it is far better for you to go to prison for a short while than end up there for a long time because he has incriminated you. So, if you are both out to maximise your rewards and minimise your sentences, you will both confess. Unfortunately, though this produces a worse outcome for each of you than if you had both remained silent. Such scenarios postulate a lack of enforced co-operation; and to avoid the undesirable outcome, people need to be forced into co-operation by a system of rules. It has been argued that we can find in this dilemma a basis for the generation of the institutions of morality – or at least, of prudent co-operation.

Clearly, it may be true that you may deliver yourself into the hands of your enemy if you commit to your side of the bargain before they do however this may not be true of the promise to consider the sovereign’s judgement as your own. The promise is not made to the sovereign but to the other citizens and so it can be presumed that you will be in no worse position in your dealings with them after keeping your word even if they do not keep theirs, than you would have been in the state of nature anyway. The only difference is that the judgement that is made about the threats that other people pose are now made for me by another person and I have no reason to suppose that the judgements will be any worse than my own were. Consequently, I have no reason to doubt that following the judgements of the sovereign will make me any worse off, even if other people do not. So, I might as well keep my word and see what the others do.

However, it also follows that I may not be better off following the sovereign unless the others do too, otherwise I will be in exactly the same state as before, surrounded by people with different judgements about when to exercise the right to self-preservation. It is possible therefore that if there is no mutual agreement on promise-keeping that I might as well return to looking after myself in all circumstances.

Hobbes’s view that self-preservation is the primary focus and drive for all humans could be argued to be a grossly simplistic view of human nature and it is frequently cited as a major criticism of the description of the state of nature. Hobbes portrays a particularly bleak view of human nature that exists outside of the civilising influence of the state and yet there is evidence to suggest that altruism is a relatively common human trait. 
In 2006, a BBC News article reported that infants as young as 18 months show altruistic behaviour, suggesting that humans have a natural tendency to be helpful. The study, undertaken by German researchers at the Institute for evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany reported in the journal, Science, that toddlers helped strangers complete tasks such as stacking books. Young chimps did the same, providing the first direct evidence of altruism in non-human primates. Scientists have long debated what leads people to ‘act out of the goodness of their hearts’ by helping non-relatives regardless of any benefits to themselves. The study suggests that altruism is a strong human trait and was present perhaps more than six million years ago in the common ancestor of chimpanzees and humans.
Human society depends on people being able to collaborate with others. It seems implausible then for Hobbes to insist that the desire for self- preservation is always prior to all other desires in everyone. Is it credible that humans are only interested in the length of their lives and not the quality of their life and the quality of their relationships with others? 
Imagine having the choice of two actions, the first of which would give you enormous pleasure and allow you twenty years more life and the second will allow you thirty years more life but will cost you that pleasure and will bring you considerable pain. Might not many, even most choose the former?
Hobbes does acknowledge though that there are rare situations in which people may choose death over life – one in which a person’s body is in torturous pain.

Hobbes goes on to discuss what individuals in a state of nature must do to escape their predicament and he believes that the fear of a violent death and the benefits of a peaceful life are strong motivators towards the solution. If you find the idea of the state of nature unappealing then the chances are that you will do anything you can to avoid it and this desire will perhaps lead you to consider a ‘social contract’.
Both Hobbes and later theorists argue that people in the state of nature would be rationally motivated to enter a binding agreement, or social contract, in which each agrees to submit to a common political authority on the condition that everyone else does likewise. The contract is made with other individuals to give up your natural rights in exchange for the protection of lives and property (a ‘Pactum Unionis’). As a result, people undertake to respect each other and live in peace and harmony. They would also agree to unite together and pledge to obey an authority and surrender the whole or part of their freedom and rights to that authority (a ‘Pactum Subjectionis’). This authority then grants everyone protection of life, property and to a certain extent liberty (Laskar, p.1.). But these theorists disagree significantly over the precise terms of the contract. Do people give up all their rights to the collective? If they retain some rights, which do they retain? In what form is the collective power to be exercised? What, if anything, voids the contract, and who decides whether it has been voided? What legitimacy does the resulting government have for newcomers who were not part of the original contract? 
Hobbes’s central concept of the fundamental nature of the sovereign’s power is that the sovereign represents the people and is not itself party to the contract that grants its power. In Lloyd and Sreedhar (2014), Hobbes sees political legitimacy as depending not on how a government comes to power, but only on whether it can effectively protect those who have consented to obey it.
Therefore, it cannot fail to discharge its duties towards those it governs, since it has no such duties, and nothing it does can be properly termed ‘unjust’. Nevertheless, Hobbes argues that an absolute sovereign will be unlikely to act as a tyrant (since only weak rulers have reason to tyrannise, according to Hobbes). The sovereign’s judgement about dangers is to count as the people’s judgement. What this appears to imply is that many things which a conventional theory of absolute state power would allow are ruled out on Hobbes’s account of the sovereign’s rights.  Hobbes also claims that people retain their rights to self-defence from the sovereign even after its institution; but just what this entails, and its congruence with his commitment to the idea of absolutism in unclear. Hobbes agrees that everyone is entitled to the material objects necessary for survival: food, water and housing, for example. This would suggest that there is a minimum level of property acquisition in the state of nature but he also argued that in a state of nature people would not be entitled to accrue more than was necessary for their own preservation if by doing so they would deprive others the necessities to survive. Therefore, as long as people struggle on the edge of survival it is morally wrong for some people to amass more than they need. This general principle also holds weight in the society created by the social contract. Hobbes argues that the distribution of land and resources in a society must be thought of as originally the decision of the sovereign. The sovereign must always ensure that everyone has at least the minimum necessary for survival.

Hobbes does not provide any reasons though, why a person would abide by the social contract when they could possibly get away with breaking it. What would motivate a thief to abide by the law of the sovereign (for example, theft is wrong) if he is certain, for some reason that he would not get caught? 

In Plato’s Republic, Book II, Glaucon asks whether anyone can be so virtuous that he could resist committing terrible acts such as killing, raping, robbing or generally committing injustice towards whoever they pleased if they could do so without getting caught. He tells Socrates the story of a Lydian shepherd, Gyges. In this tale Gyges finds a magical ring of invisibility. Using the power of the ring, he enters the royal palace where he seduces the queen and, with her help, murders the king and takes control of the realm. Glaucon suggests that anyone in Gyges’s circumstances would do the same: we all believe that immorality is more profitable than being moral, and avoid it only through the fear of being caught. Is Glaucon right that this sort of behaviour is only to be expected, since all of us see morality purely as a set of constraints on our pursuit of pleasure, fame and power? Glaucon concludes that if identical rings were given to a just man and an unjust man, then both men would act unjustly. This proves to his satisfaction that people act justly only under compulsion. People find it desirable or good to inflict wrongdoings on others but these wrongdoers regard being on the receiving end of misdeeds as undesirable. When people have been on both ends of misdeeds they quickly realise that the terror of being a victim far outweighs the benefits of being the perpetrator.  To avoid being victims people come together and make agreements which they call ‘justice’. Glaucon makes it clear that people do not enter into agreements that give rise to justice willingly and that situation should not be regarded as the best outcome. By nature, he claims, all living beings desire more than what they are due, but he does consider the possibility that someone might decline to use the ring to perform misdeeds. Whilst such a person would be praised to their face, they would be regarded as a great fool for not using the power in their possession. Socrates in response argues that justice does not derive from this social construct: the person who abuses the power of the Ring of Gyges only enslaves himself to his own appetites, whilst the person who chose not to use it remains rationally in control of himself and his actions and is therefore happy (Republic, 10:612b).
 
Hobbes argues that if force is needed to keep people in the state of nature to keep their promises then that same force will be needed to help them to keep the civil laws determined by the sovereign and he seems to deny that there can be morality in the state of nature: “To this Warren of every man against every man…nothing can be Unjust. The notions of Right and Wrong, Justice and Injustice, have no place” (Leviathan, 188). Hobbes argues that injustice stems from the breaking of a law, but for a law to exist there must be a lawgiver or a someone to enforce such a law. In the state of nature, there is no such law and so it follows, no injustice.

The Hobbesian idea of the social contract also influenced other political figures and philosophers such as John Locke, John- Jacques Rousseau and Immanuel Kant.

It would be easy to read John Locke’s second Treatise as a response to Hobbes: Locke argues that people in a state of nature would come together to appoint a government that does not hold absolute power. Locke’s primary aim though is to demonstrate that government is made legitimate only by the consent of the governed, that individuals retain various significant rights against their governments and that rebellion and revolution may be morally justified when these rights are violated.

John Locke appears to have had a different concept of the state of nature described by Hobbes. ‘The State of Nature, and the State of War, which however some Men have confounded, are as far distant as a State of Peace, Good Will, Mutual Assistance, and Preservation, and a State of Enmity, Malice, Violence, and Mutual Destruction are from one another.’ (John Locke, Second Treatise of Civil Government, s. 19, p. 280).

For Locke, it was reasonably good and enjoyable. It was considered to be a state of “peace, goodwill, mutual assistance and preservation” the opposite of the picture described by Hobbes. According to Locke, humans had all the rights that nature could give them which included a state of liberty where they could conduct their lives as best they saw fit, free from the interference of others. All humans were equal and whilst there was substantial independence, you were not free to do whatever you liked and take more than your fair share of resources. Locke believed that people were capable of discovering and being bound by the Law of Nature. In Locke’s state of nature morality existed and this is a significant contrast to Hobbes’s belief that morality and justice are socially constructed. For Hobbes, there were no absolute values which hold independently of any society. What is right and wrong; what is justice and injustice are values that are determined by the sovereign and do not pre-exist in the world. Hobbes’s principle of equality was a claim about the mental and physical capabilities of all people. In contrast, for Locke it is a moral claim about rights: no person has a natural right to subordinate any other.
So, Locke believes that even in the state of nature, there is an enforceable and effective moral law, backed by the natural right of punishment, while Hobbes would most likely be sceptical of this claim. Hobbes thought that the only way to subdue any power is through the exercise of a greater power and for Hobbes one of the key factors that brought people into conflict was a natural scarcity of goods. Locke appears to take a different position in believing that nature has given things richly. He believes that there is a natural abundance of land and plenty of room for everyone. ‘In the first Ages of the world, when Men were more in danger to be lost, by wandering from their Company, in the then vast Wilderness of the Earth, than to be straitened for want of room to plant in’ (Second Treatise, s. 36, p.293) Locke implies that there is little reason for conflict. It is thought that most people would want to cultivate their own land than invade that of their neighbours. If Locke is right, then peace in the state of nature is secured not only by the natural right to punish but also by the fact that it would rarely be used (Wolff, p. 22).

John- Jacques Rousseau’s idea of the state of nature was like Locke’s, one of happiness and equality between people. He did believe that, like Hobbes and Locke, that human beings are primarily motivated by self-preservation but he felt that they both overlooked another aspect of human motivation, that of, compassion. Rousseau believed that we have ‘an innate repugnance at seeing a fellow-creature suffer’ (Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, 73).  He argues that compassion acts as a powerful restraint on the drives that bring humans to attack each other and go to war. 
As time passed and human populations experienced flux and change, populations increased and so the means by which people could satisfy their needs also had to change. Rousseau believed that humans started to live together in small communities to share resources and create divisions of labour amongst each other. Discoveries and inventions started to make life easier and this led to humans having more leisure time but it also led to humans making comparisons with each other. This inevitably led to the development of public values and emotions such as shame, envy, pride and contempt. The idea that you could accrue private property was characterised by greed, competition, inequality, vice and vanity. Rousseau took an extreme and pessimistic view of human progress and believed that the invention of property ownership constitutes humanity’s ‘fall from grace’. In his treatise on education, Emile, begins: ‘God makes all things good; man meddles with them and they become evil.’ It is almost as though Rousseau sees innovation and not Hobbesian competition as the root of the conflict between people.
He states, ‘the destruction of equality was attended by the most terrible disorders. Usurpations by the rich, robbery by the poor and the unbridled passions of both suppressed the cries of natural compassion and the still feeble voice of justice, and filled with avarice, ambition and vice. Between the title of the strongest and that of first occupier, there arose perpetual conflicts, which never ended but in battles and bloodshed. The new-born state of society thus gave rise to a horrible state of war. (Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, 97)

An individual surrenders their rights not to a single individual or sovereign but to each other – to the community which Rousseau termed the ‘general will’ (civil liberties were gained such as freedom of speech, equality and assembly). For Rousseau, individuals are subject to the ‘general will’ and to obey this is to obey himself. In short, Rousseau favoured a people’s sovereignty and this is encapsulated in his famous quote “Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains”.

We could argue that Hobbes’ state of nature is a meaningless piece of fiction which bears no relation to history and is purely a vehicle for his beliefs as if they were the conclusions of rational arguments.  The Scottish philosopher David Hume also points out that there had never been a situation called the ‘state of nature’ and that nobody had consented to a social contract, mainly because the social contract was purely hypothetical: since we are born into a society, we do not need a contract theory because our belief is that the government is in our best interests and so the people support its continuation. 
It appears to be generally agreed however, that Hobbes didn’t intend his account to be anything more than hypothetical. He points out what life would be like if there were no sovereign power, or if that power were removed. Like Plato before him, Hobbes seems content to reduce peoples’ freedom significantly in his ideal state. He thinks censorship by the sovereign acceptable and indeed desirable. It is for the sovereign to declare what is right and wrong and the individual should not attempt to make such judgements. Even though Hobbes set limits on the powers of the sovereign to do whatever he likes, these limits are not stringent enough perhaps to prevent the state from becoming a totalitarian state. Despite Hobbes suggesting that the ‘sovereign power is not so hurtful as the want of it’ even the desperation of the state of nature might seem preferable to life under a totalitarian regime. Some might opt for a life that is solitary, poor, brutish, nasty and short in preference to that of seeming enslavement to an ultimate ruler.
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