hobbesian moral and political theory
studies in moral political and legal
philosophy

Hobbesian moral and political theory studies in moral political and legal
philosophy have significantly shaped our understanding of the nature of human
existence, governance, and societal order. Thomas Hobbes, a 17th-century
philosopher, is best known for his work "Leviathan," where he lays the
foundations of modern political philosophy. His ideas revolve around social
contract theory, the state of nature, and the necessity of a strong sovereign
authority to maintain peace and security. In this article, we will explore
the core tenets of Hobbesian theory, its implications for moral and political
philosophy, and how it continues to influence contemporary thought.

Understanding Hobbesian Theory

To grasp the essence of Hobbesian moral and political theory, it is essential
to delve into several key concepts that define Hobbes's worldview.

The State of Nature

Hobbes posited that in a pre-political state, individuals exist in what he
termed the "state of nature." In this condition, there is no overarching
authority, and individuals are driven by self-interest and survival
instincts. The characteristics of the state of nature include:

e Violence and Chaos: Without a governing power, life is marked by
constant conflict, as individuals compete for limited resources.

e Fear and Insecurity: People live in a state of perpetual fear, as they
cannot trust others and must always be on guard.

e Equality of Ability: Hobbes argued that although individuals may differ
in strength or intelligence, they are equal in their capacity to kill or
harm one another.

This bleak portrayal of human existence underscores Hobbes's belief that a
social contract is necessary to escape the chaos of the state of nature.

The Social Contract

The social contract is a central theme in Hobbes's political philosophy. It
represents an agreement among individuals to relinquish certain freedoms in
exchange for security and order provided by a sovereign authority. Key points
about the social contract include:



e Mutual Agreement: Individuals consent to form a commonwealth, agreeing
to abide by the rules and regulations imposed by a governing body.

e Absolute Sovereignty: Hobbes advocated for a strong, centralized
authority, whether in the form of a monarch or an assembly, to ensure
peace and prevent a return to the state of nature.

e Legitimacy of Authority: The legitimacy of the sovereign arises from the
consent of the governed; if the sovereign fails to protect its citizens,
they have the right to revolt.

Implications for Moral Philosophy

Hobbes's theories extend beyond political philosophy, deeply influencing
moral philosophy as well. His views on morality can be summarized through
several key ideas.

Moral Relatiwvism

Hobbes's understanding of morality is often described as a form of moral
relativism. He argued that moral values are not inherent but are instead
constructed through social agreements. This implies that:

e Moral Codes are Social Constructs: What is deemed right or wrong 1is
contingent upon the agreements made among individuals within society.

e Pragmatism Over Absolutism: Morality is rooted in practicality; actions
are considered moral if they contribute to the maintenance of social
order and individual safety.

Ethical Egoism

Another significant aspect of Hobbesian moral theory is ethical egoism, which
posits that individuals act in their own self-interest. This leads to several
conclusions:

e Self-Preservation: The primary motivation for human behavior is the
desire to survive and thrive.

e Cooperation as a Rational Choice: While self-interest drives
individuals, Hobbes believed that rational cooperation can lead to
mutual benefits, as individuals recognize that working together results
in greater security.



Hobbes and Legal Philosophy

Hobbes’s contributions extend into legal philosophy, particularly concerning
the nature of law and its relationship with morality.

The Nature of Law

For Hobbes, law is a product of the social contract and is essential for
maintaining order within the commonwealth. Key aspects of Hobbes's view on
law include:

e Command of the Sovereign: Laws are commands issued by the sovereign
authority, and adherence to these laws is crucial for societal
stability.

e Prevention of Anarchy: The primary function of law is to prevent the

return to the state of nature by regulating behavior and resolving
conflicts.

The Relationship Between Law and Morality

Hobbes's perspective on the relationship between law and morality is complex.
He argued that:

e Legal Positivism: Laws do not necessarily align with moral principles;
what is legally permissible is not always morally right.

e The Role of Authority: The legitimacy of law comes from the authority
that enacts it, rather than its moral justification.

Contemporary Relevance of Hobbesian Theory

Despite being formulated over 350 years ago, Hobbesian moral and political
theory remains relevant in contemporary discussions about governance, ethics,
and legal philosophy.

Application in Modern Political Thought

Hobbes's ideas continue to influence modern political thought in various
ways:

e Justification of State Power: His arguments for a strong sovereign
authority resonate in contemporary debates about the role of government



in ensuring security and maintaining order.

e Social Contract Theory: Hobbes's social contract serves as a
foundational concept for later theorists, including John Locke and Jean-—
Jacques Rousseau, who adapted the idea to their own philosophical
frameworks.

Influence on Legal Philosophy

In the realm of legal philosophy, Hobbes's emphasis on the relationship
between law and authority is still relevant:

e Legal Positivism: His assertion that law derives its authority from the
sovereign echoes in contemporary legal positivism, which separates law
from morality.

e Debates on Sovereignty: Current discussions about the limits of state
power and individual rights often reference Hobbes's thoughts on the
necessity of authority in maintaining social order.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Hobbesian moral and political theory studies in moral,
political, and legal philosophy offer profound insights into the nature of
human existence, the necessity of governance, and the complexities of
morality. Hobbes's analysis of the state of nature, the social contract, and
the role of law continues to resonate in contemporary philosophical and
political discourse. As we navigate the challenges of modern society,
reflecting on Hobbes's ideas may provide valuable perspectives on the balance
between authority, individual rights, and the pursuit of a just and stable
social order.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key principles of Hobbesian moral
theory?

Hobbesian moral theory is grounded in the idea of self-preservation and the
social contract. It posits that individuals act in their own interest,
leading to a state of nature characterized by chaos and conflict. To escape
this, individuals agree to form a commonwealth, surrendering some freedoms in
exchange for security and order.

How does Hobbes' view of human nature influence his



political theory?

Hobbes views human nature as inherently self-interested and competitive,
which leads to a natural state of war. This perspective justifies the need
for a powerful sovereign to maintain peace and prevent the anarchy that
arises from individualistic behavior.

What role does the social contract play in Hobbesian

political philosophy?

In Hobbesian political philosophy, the social contract is an agreement among

individuals to create a governing authority to enforce laws and ensure social

order. It establishes the legitimacy of the state and the obligation of
citizens to obey its laws in exchange for protection and stability.

How does Hobbes reconcile individual freedom with the
necessity of government?

Hobbes reconciles individual freedom with the necessity of government by
arguing that true freedom exists within the bounds of a social contract.
Individuals sacrifice some liberties, but in return gain the security and
peace of a structured society, which ultimately allows them to pursue their
interests more effectively.

What implications does Hobbes' theory have for
contemporary legal philosophy?

Hobbes' theory suggests that law is essential for social order and individual
security. It emphasizes the importance of a central authority in creating and

enforcing laws, which has influenced modern legal theories that prioritize
the role of the state in regulating behavior and resolving conflicts.

How do critics challenge Hobbesian moral and
political theory?

Critics challenge Hobbesian theory by arguing that it overemphasizes the role
of fear and self-interest in human behavior, neglecting altruism and
cooperation. They also question the feasibility of an absolute sovereign and
the potential for abuse of power that such a system entails.

What is the significance of the 'state of nature'
concept in Hobbesian philosophy?

The 'state of nature' concept is significant because it illustrates Hobbes'
belief that without government, life would be 'solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short.' This idea underscores the necessity of a social contract
and the establishment of authority to escape the perils of an unregulated
existence.

In what ways can Hobbesian thought be applied to
modern political issues?

Hobbesian thought can be applied to modern political issues such as debates



on state power versus individual liberties, the necessity of law enforcement,
and the legitimacy of government intervention in crises. It prompts
discussions on how to balance security with personal freedoms in contemporary
governance.
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