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One of the premises of Thomas Hobbes’s argument in Leviathan is psychological
egoism. This is the view that all human beings act so as to further what they
perceive as their own, individual best interests, insofar as they are able to
do so.

Condition of human beings in the State of Nature

1. A human being will always do what she thinks is best for herself. [Psychological

egoism]

2. Human beings are all strong and smart enough to fight each other. [Equality]

3. Human beings believe that preserving their own lives is in their best interests.

4. Human beings believe that satisfying their needs and desires is in their best interests.

5. Human beings who have less resources than they need or desire will be motivated

to obtain more. (From 1, 4)

6. In the State of Nature, there are not enough resources (food, shelter, water etc.)

to satisfy the needs and desires of all human beings. [Scarcity]

7. In the State of Nature, some human beings will be unable to obtain the resources

that they need or desire without taking them from others. [“Competition”] (From

6)

8. These human beings will know that there are other human beings with the resources

they desire.

9. In the State of Nature, some human beings will fight others to obtain the resources

they need or desire. (From 2, 5, 7, 8)

10. Some human beings desire power over others. [“Glory”]

11. Other things being equal, no human being believes it is in her best interests to be

in the power of another.

12. Some human beings will attack others in order to obtain power over them. (From

1, 2, 10, 11)

13. In the State of Nature, human beings who are attacked will fight back to defend

themselves and their resources. (From 1, 2, 3, 4, 6)
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14. Often, human beings who may be attacked will think it in their best interests to

attack first. [“Diffidence”]

15. In the State of Nature, human beings will fight each other. [War of all against all]

(From 9, 12, 13, 14)

This covers the three motives Hobbes refers to as resulting in a state of continual war in

the State of Nature (Hobbes Leviathan 13.6):

1. “competition”: people will fight over the scarce resources available in the world to

meet their needs and satisfy their desires;

2. “diffidence”: people will fight each other because they cannot trust others not to

attack them in order to get any stuff they hold and/or to make use of them;

These first two motives arise from human beings’ pursuit of their own best interests

together with some plausible assumptions about the kinds of things people will believe

to be in their best interests: enough food and water; shelter from the cold, rain or sun;

etc. Hobbes’s commitment to psychological egoism means that all human beings will

share these motives. The third motive Hobbes cites is a little different because it seems

to be making an additional psychological claim:

3. “glory”: people will fight those who do not show them sufficient respect both to

exact revenge for perceived slights and to teach others by making an example of

the offenders.

Hobbes concludes that the State of Nature will involve a continual war of every person

against every other person. Nobody will be secure because nobody will be able to trust

others not to attack her. Nobody will spend time building things or gaining knowledge

because the fruits of her labours would be taken from her by others keen to reap the

benefits without having put in the work. “Worst of all,” there will be “continual fear,

and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

(Hobbes Leviathan 13.9)

The Social Contract, commonwealth and Leviathan

If people are motivated by their own best interests, they will behave better if they

understand it is in their interests to do so. If, as Hobbes supposes, they are motivated

only by their own best interests, they will behave better only if they believe it is in their

interests to do so. In the State of Nature, only suckers are nice — that’s why the State

of Nature is so miserable. How can people escape this?
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The Social Contract

Because things are bad for everybody in the State of Nature, everybody has a reason to

agree to a Social Contract provided that others do likewise. Remember that everyone

is a psychological egoist on Hobbes’s view. They will act in their own best interests.

They are also rational and are therefore capable of understanding, making and keeping

agreements with each other. The Social Contract involves each person agreeing to give

up some of her freedom provided that others do the same. The idea is that having secure

rights to some things is better than having insecure rights to everything. Consider food.

In the State of Nature, you have a right to all the food in the world. However, everybody

else has the same right so you must fight to acquire or keep food for yourself. If you

spend hours gathering food and storing it for the winter, you are a fool because others

will simply come and take the food you’ve put by. It would be better, then, to give up

the right to all the food in the world if by doing so you could secure your right to some

food — the food you’ve grown, harvested or stored yourself, say. Others are in the same

position. So everybody agrees to keep to rules which ensure everybody some rights. So

long as everybody obeys the rules, people won’t have to fight for the rights the rules give

them. You won’t have to defend your harvest or sit awake all night guarding your grain

store.

Leviathan

Unfortunately, there’s a catch. Why should people keep the rules when they don’t

want to? If I think your grain looks good and I get together with some other people who

think the same, what is to stop us from overpowering or killing you and enjoying the

fruits of your labour? Hobbes says that “nothing is more easily broken than a man’s

word” (Hobbes Leviathan 14.7). The only way to stop psychological egoists from breaking

the rules is to make sure it is not in their interests to do so. This means that the

Social Contract will only work if there is somebody to enforce a system of punishments

sufficiently harsh to deter people from breaking the rules. People therefore agree to obey

a sovereign — the Leviathan — who will rule the commonwealth and guarantee the

Social Contract.

With the Leviathan comes civil society, law and justice. In the State of Nature, there

is no such thing as justice or injustice, right or wrong. There is no property. Everybody

is entitled to everything, even to the bodies and lives of other people. People have no

reason to keep their agreements or promises. Indeed, agreements and promises are not

valid in the State of Nature. Once the Leviathan is in place to guarantee that those who

break the law will be punished, justice and injustice, right and wrong begin. Justice

consists in obeying the law and keeping valid agreements. Injustice consists in disobeying

the law and breaking valid contracts.

Note that the sovereign is not party to the Social Contract. People agree with

each other to obey the sovereign but the contract does not involve the sovereign. The
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sovereign is the source and enforcer of law, the arbiter of disputes and the defender of

the commonwealth. The sovereign is, one might say, above or beyond the law. People

can violate the agreement they made but the sovereign is not party to that agreement

and so cannot violate it. This is one reason Hobbes thinks that neither revolution nor

rebellion is ever justified.

Commonwealth

The term “sovereign” can be misleading. Theoretically, the commonwealth can take

any form provided it can serve the purpose for which it is intended i.e. protection of its

members from both each other and foreign aggressors. Hobbes identifies three possible

forms: democracy, aristocracy and monarchy. (It may be instructive to compare Locke

who identifies more possibilities.) Hobbes does, however, think that monarchy — by

which he means absolute monarchy — is the best form of government because he thinks

it is the most stable and best able to defend against both internal and external threats.
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