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Report on Thomas Hobbes


Thomas Hobbes was the first person to justify the existence of an autocratic sovereign with a practical, secular, and scientific argument.  He believed that certain principles, such as motivation by self-interest alone, governed all human activity.  A state, he said, was created by humans out of self-interest – to prevent anarchy and war; for it could take away people’s rights in order to maintain a peaceful and civilized condition among selfish humans.  He rejected scholasticism and tradition meriting an absolute monarch, instead maintaining that a powerful ruler was necessary for the laws of the state to be effectively enforced.


Hobbes was born on April 5, 1588 in Wiltshire, England.  His father was the vicar of Westport parish, and his rich uncle provided his education.  He entered Magdalen Hall, Oxford University in 1603 and studied the classics and scholasticism there.  Five years later he graduated and became the tutor to the son of Lord Cavendish, the Earl of Devonshire.  He made three trips to the continent with his student and remained a close friend of the Cavendish family until his death.  While traveling through France and Italy, he intercoursed with prominent philosophers Mersenne, Descartes, and Galileo.  He developed a strong and spontaneous love for geometry after seeing Euclid's Elements open in a library.  When he returned to England, he spoke with Bacon and circulated his Elements of Law, supporting the King’s right to rule, to Parliament.  When the Long Parliament met and Civil War appeared imminent, Hobbes fled to France.  While in Paris, Hobbes tutored Charles, Prince of Wales, who was later to become King Charles II of England.  In 1651, Hobbes returned to England, fearful of arrest due to his criticism of the clergy, after publishing his most famous book, the Leviathan.

In the Leviathan, Hobbes describes man in a “state of nature.”  He begins by stating the humans are inherently selfish and motivated by self-interest alone.  Hobbes concluded that two types of motion governed human behavior: Desires, or things one was motivated to do; and Aversions, things one feared and avoided.  He also says that all humans are equal because they all have the ability to kill another.  In their most primal condition, no set of enforceable laws exists to prevent humans destroying each other.  Instead, a state of perpetual war and fear erupts.  Thus, self-serving humans created the state to prevent their own deaths and allow them to further their own existence.

Also, several “Laws of Nature” were created by Hobbes.  He concluded that though reason, a set of universal rules or precepts could be devised to describe human behavior.  This idea exemplifies Mechanism and the scientific method.  Hobbes’ first three laws of nature describe how to put an end to the horrid state of nature.  The first says that humans should endeavor to achieve a state of peace.  The second, and most important regarding politics, states that humans need to give up certain rights to maintain peace and “be contented with so much liberty against other people, as he would allow other people against himself.”  Hobbes felt that humans could escape war by making contracts with each other, that is, giving up certain liberties to achieve security.

These contracts, he asserted, would only be successful if enforced by a powerful leader.  This was his third law of nature, since he believed that humans would violate their contracts out of self-interest if there were no repercussions.  He proposed that humans create a commonwealth, a network of rules.  He said that a leviathan (meaning huge, powerful sea monster) should be given full power to punish any violation of the contracts.  Hobbes supposed that the government would be run like a human body, with different parts for different functions and a motivation of self-interest.  Though this idea allows the sovereign to be a group of people, Hobbes thought that the best government was ruled by one person, the sovereign, who acted like a multitude of people.  He argued that democracy wouldn’t work because people would select the leaders that benefited them the most, not the leaders that benefited society as a whole.

Hobbes also made significant contributions to the Scientific Revolution. His mechanical philosophy was rooted in the idea that all things were based on motion.  He considered humans the basic element of the world and said that motion could be used to describe not only nature, but also the mind and society.  He believed that a universal set of laws governed motion in both planets and people.  From this came his idea that desires and aversions governed humans.  He used the Scientific Method to determine how government was necessary and how it would be most efficient.

Thomas Hobbes was a forerunner to modern social science in England.  He abandoned the use of ‘divine right of kings’ to justify the rule of a monarch.  He described how humans were motivated and why laws and giving up freedoms were necessary for a structured society.  Through his emphasis on the involvement and freedom of the individual in government, he contributed (surprisingly) to modern liberal theory.
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