
Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) 
"In the state of nature, the life of man is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."​
 — Hobbes, Leviathan 

Introduction: A Philosopher Shaped by Chaos 
Thomas Hobbes was not just any philosopher—he was deeply shaped by the violent 
and chaotic world he lived in. Born during a time of political turmoil and witnessing 
the horrors of the English Civil War (1642–1651), Hobbes saw firsthand how fragile 
society could be. Instead of dreaming about perfect or utopian societies like Plato, 
Hobbes asked a more urgent and practical question:​
How can human beings prevent chaos and live peacefully together? 

Main Work: Leviathan (1651) 
Thomas Hobbes wrote his most influential book, Leviathan, while living in exile 
during the English Civil War—a time of intense political chaos and violence. In this 
work, he famously compared the state to a giant sea monster, the Leviathan, 
symbolizing an all-powerful sovereign created by the people to keep peace and 
prevent civil war. For Hobbes, such a strong authority was not a matter of choice but 
a necessity. 

He believed that human beings, left to their own devices, are driven by fear, 
selfishness, and a desire for self-preservation. Without a common power to keep 
them in check, society would fall into a state of nature—a brutal condition where 
life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” 

Thus, Hobbes argued for the creation of a social contract in which individuals give 
up certain freedoms in exchange for the protection and order provided by a 
sovereign ruler or government. His political philosophy was deeply realistic, 
practical, and focused on the need for stability and security, rather than ideals of 
liberty or virtue. Leviathan remains one of the foundational texts of modern political 
thought, especially in discussions on authority, governance, and the origins of the 
state. 

Core Concepts in Hobbes’s Political Philosophy 

1. The State of Nature: Life Without Government 
Thomas Hobbes described the state of nature as a hypothetical condition where no 
government, no laws, and no rulers exist. It is not a historical time, but rather a 
philosophical idea used to understand why governments are necessary. 
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In this condition, all people are naturally equal—no one is born with authority 
over another. But this very equality creates a problem: since everyone has equal 
ability to pursue their desires, they become rivals, leading to constant conflict, 
suspicion, and fear. People would compete for limited resources like food, shelter, 
and safety. 

Hobbes believed that in such a situation, no one could trust anyone else. To 
protect themselves, individuals might lie, steal, or kill, not out of evil, but simply to 
survive. As a result, there would be no farming, trade, technology, or education, 
because everyone would be too busy protecting themselves. Society would collapse 
into a life of fear, isolation, and insecurity. 

Key Features of the State of Nature: 
●​ Self-Interest over Morality: People would act only to protect themselves and 

their interests, not out of moral duty. 

●​ No Justice or Injustice: Without a common authority to enforce rules, 
concepts like right and wrong would have no meaning. 

●​ Constant Fear and Violence: Life would be marked by danger, uncertainty, 
and the constant threat of death. 

Hobbes famously summed it up by saying that in the state of nature, life would be 
"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." This grim picture helped him argue that 
a strong central authority—a sovereign power—is absolutely necessary to prevent 
chaos and ensure peace. 

2. The Social Contract: Trading Freedom for Security 
To escape the violence and fear of the state of nature, Thomas Hobbes proposed the 
idea of a social contract—an agreement made by individuals to create order in 
society. In this contract, people give up some of their natural freedoms in 
exchange for safety, security, and peace. 

Hobbes believed that without rules and authority, life would be chaotic. So, 
individuals voluntarily agree to give up the right to act however they please (such 
as using force or seeking revenge) and instead submit to a common 
authority—called the sovereign. This sovereign could be a king, a parliament, or 
any central power with the ability to make and enforce laws. 

By doing so, people gain protection from violence, and a stable society becomes 
possible. The sovereign's main job is to maintain law and order, not necessarily to 
represent the people or allow freedom of speech. 

Important Clarification: 
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●​ Hobbes’ social contract is not about democracy or popular participation. 

●​ It is primarily about creating a peaceful and secure society, even if that 
means living under a strong and absolute ruler. 

●​ The sovereign must be obeyed as long as it provides security—rebellion is 
only justified if the sovereign can no longer protect the people. 

In Hobbes' view, peace and survival are more important than freedom or rights. 
This made his theory one of the earliest and most powerful arguments for the 
absolute authority of the state. 

3. Sovereignty: The Absolute Authority of the Leviathan 
In Hobbes’ political philosophy, once individuals enter into a social contract, they 
must hand over their collective power to a sovereign authority. Hobbes believed 
that for this system to work, the sovereign’s power must be absolute and 
undivided. If authority is shared or challenged, it can lead to confusion, conflict, and 
a return to the violence of the state of nature. 

The sovereign—which could be a monarch, an elected assembly, or any 
governing body—must have the exclusive power to make laws, interpret them, 
enforce them, control the military, and ensure internal peace. The sovereign 
acts as the final judge in all disputes and decisions. People give up the right to 
question or resist this authority because doing so would undermine the very 
peace and security they formed the contract to achieve. 

Key Idea: 
Hobbes famously described the sovereign as a “mortal god”—a powerful 
human-made institution designed to keep people safe, prevent war, and enforce 
justice. The purpose is not to serve individual desires, but to ensure a stable and 
orderly society where life can flourish without fear. 

Controversial Aspect: 
Hobbes is often viewed as a supporter of absolute monarchy, but this is a 
simplification. His theory does not favor kings over parliaments—what matters is 
not the form of government but its capacity to enforce peace. Even a strong 
republic or parliamentary system could be the Leviathan, as long as it exercises 
unified and unquestioned authority. 

In essence, Hobbes argued that freedom without order is meaningless. His vision 
of sovereignty laid the groundwork for modern theories of the state, where law 
and authority are essential to civil life, even if that means limiting certain 
freedoms for the sake of the common good. 
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4. Fear and Law: The True Foundations of Political Order 
Hobbes broke away from earlier political philosophers—like Aristotle or 
Cicero—who believed that virtue, justice, or natural rights were the foundation of 
good government. Instead, Hobbes took a realist approach, arguing that 
fear—especially fear of violent death and punishment—is the most reliable force 
behind human obedience and social order. 

According to Hobbes, people follow laws not because they are moral or virtuous, 
but because they are afraid of the consequences of breaking them. If there is no 
strong authority to enforce the rules and punish wrongdoing, laws become mere 
words, powerless to stop conflict or crime. 

For Hobbes, law gains its power from the fear of enforcement, and peace is 
possible only when people are afraid of the sovereign's strength. The fear of 
punishment keeps self-interest and aggression in check, allowing society to function 
peacefully. 

This view may seem harsh, but Hobbes believed it was realistic, based on a 
clear-eyed understanding of human nature. In his world, order is more important 
than idealism, and fear—not love, virtue, or justice—is the true glue that holds 
society together. 

5. Hobbes and the Modern State 
Although Hobbes lived in the 17th century, his ideas remain deeply relevant in 
today’s world—especially in the context of how modern states respond to crises. 
Hobbes argued that security and stability must come before freedom, and this 
logic is often seen in contemporary politics. 

Emergency Powers and Authoritarianism: After events like 9/11, governments 
across the world passed anti-terrorism laws, increased military and police 
powers, and restricted civil liberties in the name of public safety. This is very 
Hobbesian: in times of threat, it is seen as better to limit freedom than to allow 
disorder or violence. 

Surveillance and Control: Controversies over mass surveillance, internet 
tracking, and censorship reflect the tension Hobbes described. According to his 
theory, some loss of personal liberty is acceptable—even necessary—if it helps 
prevent chaos. Governments justify these tools as essential for protecting peace in 
a dangerous world. 

Law and Order Politics: Many political campaigns today use fear-based 
rhetoric—promising to be “tough on crime” or “tough on terrorism.” This aligns 
with Hobbes’s belief that fear is the most effective way to maintain social order, 
and that strong authority is needed to control human aggression and selfishness. 
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In all these cases, Hobbes’s theory helps explain why societies often accept 
strong state powers, especially during uncertain times. His work remains a 
powerful lens for understanding the trade-off between freedom and security in 
the modern state. 

Criticism and Legacy 
While Hobbes is recognized as a foundational figure in political thought, he has faced 
serious criticisms: 

●​ Pessimistic View of Human Nature:​
 Many argue Hobbes was too negative, portraying humans as selfish, violent, 
and driven by fear alone. 

●​ Anti-democratic Tendencies:​
 Critics say Hobbes’s support for absolute power undermines individual 
freedom and democratic values. 

●​ Risk of Tyranny:​
 If the sovereign has absolute power, what prevents them from becoming a 
tyrant? Hobbes offered no clear solution to this problem. 

Hobbes in Political Thought 
Despite facing many criticisms, Thomas Hobbes holds a key place in the history 
of political thought. He is often seen as a transitional figure—bridging the gap 
between classical political philosophy and modern political science. Hobbes 
broke away from the medieval tradition, where politics was closely linked to the 
Church and divine authority, and instead proposed a secular, rational, and 
scientific understanding of political life. 

He was one of the first thinkers to argue that political order does not require 
religion or divine will—it can be built on human reason, fear, and the desire for 
self-preservation. His focus was not on ideal justice, but on how peace and 
security can actually be achieved in a dangerous world. 

Hobbes paved the way for several important modern developments: 

●​ Realist theories in international relations, where states pursue power and 
survival rather than moral goals—echoing Hobbes’s view of the state of 
nature among nations. 

●​ Debates about the modern constitutional state, where scholars discuss 
how to balance strong authority with individual liberty—a question 
Hobbes raised by supporting absolute sovereignty while recognizing the need 
for order. 
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●​ Political philosophies that prioritize peace, law, and institutional 
strength, especially in times of war, civil unrest, or global insecurity. 

In short, Hobbes transformed the way people think about politics. He replaced 
the old religious ideals with a new emphasis on fear, law, and authority, laying the 
foundation for modern political science and realist thinking. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, Thomas Hobbes revolutionized political thought by grounding it 
in human nature, reason, and the need for security, rather than in religion or 
morality. Through his idea of the state of nature, he exposed the dangers of 
lawlessness and justified the creation of a powerful state through the social 
contract.  

His concept of sovereignty as absolute reflects his deep concern for peace and 
order in a chaotic world. Unlike classical thinkers who emphasized virtue, Hobbes 
argued that fear and law are the real foundations of obedience.  

Though often seen as authoritarian, his ideas remain highly relevant in times of 
crisis, conflict, and rising insecurity. He helped lay the intellectual groundwork for 
both modern political realism and the theory of the modern state. Ultimately, 
Hobbes reminds us that the primary goal of politics is not perfection, but 
stability and survival. 

 

PYQ Insights on Thomas Hobbes 
Recent UGC NET Paper 2 questions on Hobbes focus mainly on his state of nature, 
highlighting humans’ natural equality and conflict. The social contract theory is 
often asked, emphasizing surrender of rights for security. Sovereignty and its 
absolute nature, along with the Leviathan metaphor, are frequently examined. 
Comparisons with other thinkers like Locke appear occasionally. Questions also 
explore Hobbes’ use of fear and law to maintain order and his influence on modern 
political thought. Some questions critically address the limitations of his ideas, 
especially regarding absolute authority and suppression of rebellion. 

10 Recurring Subjective Questions on Thomas Hobbes (UGC NET Paper 2) 

1.​ Explain Thomas Hobbes’ concept of the ‘state of nature’. How does it 
justify the need for a sovereign authority?​
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2.​ Discuss the theory of social contract as proposed by Hobbes. How does it 
differ from the social contract theories of other thinkers like Locke or 
Rousseau?​
 

3.​ Analyze the concept of sovereignty in Hobbes’ political philosophy. Why 
does Hobbes advocate for an absolute sovereign?​
 

4.​ What is the significance of Hobbes’ work ‘Leviathan’? How does the 
metaphor of Leviathan explain his vision of the state?​
 

5.​ Examine Hobbes’ view on human nature and its impact on his political 
thought.​
 

6.​ Discuss the role of fear and law in maintaining political order according 
to Hobbes.​
 

7.​ Evaluate Hobbes’ contribution to modern political philosophy and its 
relevance in contemporary times.​
 

8.​ How does Hobbes justify the absolute authority of the sovereign despite 
potential tyranny?​
 

9.​ Compare and contrast Hobbes’ political realism with idealist or 
normative political theories.​
 

10.​Explain the limitations and criticisms of Hobbes’ political theory with 
examples. 

 

Support Free Education 

If you've found these lectures helpful, consider supporting my 
work with a voluntary contribution.  

UPI: dineshbhatia1991@oksbi  

Any amount is appreciated. Thank you for your support 
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