
In-Depth Study Guide for Thomas Hobbes'
Leviathan: A Philosophical Masterpiece
Thomas Hobbes' Leviathan, published in 1651, is a seminal work in
political philosophy that has profoundly shaped our understanding of the
nature of the state, the rights of individuals, and the limits of government
power. This comprehensive study guide provides an in-depth exploration of
Leviathan, offering clear summaries, insightful analyses, and thought-
provoking discussion questions to enhance your understanding of this
philosophical masterpiece.
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Understanding the State of Nature

Hobbes begins Leviathan by arguing that humans are naturally selfish and
competitive. In the absence of an external authority, individuals would live
in a constant state of conflict and fear, known as the state of nature. This
state of nature is characterized by:

A constant threat of violence and death
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An absence of security and stability

A lack of any moral or legal order

To escape this chaotic and dangerous state of nature, Hobbes argues that
individuals must enter into a social contract with each other.

The Social Contract and Absolute Sovereignty

The social contract is an agreement among individuals to give up some of
their individual rights and freedoms in exchange for the protection and
security provided by a central authority, known as the sovereign. Hobbes
believed that the sovereign should have absolute power over its citizens, as
this is necessary to maintain order and prevent a return to the state of
nature. The sovereign's authority is not limited by any natural rights or laws,
except for the laws of nature that are necessary for the preservation of
human life.

Hobbes' concept of absolute sovereignty was controversial at the time, and
it remains a topic of debate today. Some argue that it is necessary to
ensure social order, while others believe that it gives too much power to the
state and undermines individual liberty.

Natural Rights and Liberty

Despite his belief in absolute sovereignty, Hobbes did recognize the
existence of certain natural rights that individuals retain even after entering
into the social contract. These rights include the right to life, the right to
liberty, and the right to property. However, these rights are not absolute and
can be limited by the sovereign if necessary for the preservation of society.



Hobbes also distinguished between liberty and license. Liberty is the
freedom to do what is permitted by the laws of the state, while license is the
freedom to do whatever one wants, regardless of the law. Hobbes believed
that true liberty can only exist within the framework of a well-ordered state
that protects individual rights while also preventing chaos and disorder.

Security, Order, and the Common Good

Ultimately, Hobbes' primary concern in Leviathan was to ensure the
security, order, and common good of society. He believed that a strong and
centralized state, with absolute sovereignty, was the best way to achieve
these goals. While his ideas have been criticized for being too
authoritarian, they have also been praised for their realism and their
insights into the nature of human society.

Discussion Questions

To deepen your understanding of Thomas Hobbes' Leviathan, consider the
following discussion questions:

Do you agree with Hobbes' view of human nature as selfish and
competitive?

Can you think of any alternatives to the social contract as a way to
escape the state of nature?

What are the strengths and weaknesses of Hobbes' theory of absolute
sovereignty?

How does Hobbes balance the need for security and order with the
protection of individual rights?



What are the implications of Hobbes' ideas for the role of government
in modern society?

Thomas Hobbes' Leviathan is a profound and challenging work that has
had a lasting impact on political philosophy. By understanding the key
concepts in Leviathan, you can gain a deeper appreciation for Hobbes'
groundbreaking ideas and their relevance to our understanding of the state,
society, and the human condition.
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