Thomas Hobbes Nasty Brutish And Short

Life in the state of

nature is solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short.

Nasty, brutish, and short — these three words encapsulate philosopher Thomas
Hobbes’ view of human life in a state of nature. Hobbes, a 17th-century
English philosopher, is best known for his political philosophy outlined in
his seminal work, "Leviathan." Written during a time of political turmoil in
England, Hobbes’ ideas about human nature, the social contract, and the
necessity of a strong central authority continue to resonate in contemporary
discussions regarding governance, societal order, and human rights.

Understanding Hobbes’ Context

To fully appreciate Hobbes' assertion that life in the state of nature is
"nasty, brutish, and short," it is crucial to understand the historical and
intellectual context that shaped his thinking.

The Political Climate of Hobbes’ Time

- The English Civil War: The 17th century was marked by intense political
strife, including the English Civil War (1642-1651). Hobbes witnessed the
chaos and violence resulting from the power struggle between the monarchy and
Parliament. This experience profoundly influenced his views on human nature
and the need for a strong central authority.

- The Rise of Scientific Rationalism: The Enlightenment era was emerging,
encouraging a reliance on reason and empirical evidence. Hobbes, influenced
by the scientific method, sought to apply rational principles to human
behavior and governance.



Influences on Hobbes’ Philosophy

Several philosophers and intellectual movements influenced Hobbes, including:

- Renaissance Humanism: The focus on human experience and rationality shaped
Hobbes' understanding of individuals.

- Machiavellian Realism: Niccolo Machiavelli’s pragmatic approach to politics
provided a foundation for Hobbes’ views on power dynamics and governance.

Hobbes’ View of Human Nature

At the core of Hobbes’ philosophy is his belief about human nature. He
posited that humans are inherently self-interested and driven by desires and
fears.

The State of Nature

Hobbes described the "state of nature" as a hypothetical condition in which
humans existed without any form of political authority. He characterized this
state with several key features:

1. Anarchy and Chaos: Without a governing body, individuals would be in a
constant struggle for resources, leading to conflict and violence.

2. Equality of Ability: Although some individuals may be physically stronger
or more intelligent, Hobbes argued that in a state of nature, everyone has
the capacity to harm or kill others. This creates a perpetual state of fear.
3. Lack of Security: In the absence of a common authority, there is no
protection from aggression, making life uncertain and precarious.

The Consequences of the State of Nature

Hobbes famously concluded that life in this state would be:

- Nasty: Humans would engage in violent and aggressive behaviors to secure
their survival.

- Brutish: The absence of moral or ethical constraints would lead to savage
actions, as individuals act on their primal instincts.

- Short: The constant threat of violence and death would result in a life
that is not only filled with suffering but also tragically brief.

This grim depiction of human existence drives Hobbes to advocate for a
solution.



The Social Contract

To escape the horrors of the state of nature, Hobbes proposed the idea of a
social contract, a foundational concept in modern political philosophy.

The Formation of a Common Authority

Hobbes argued that individuals would come together to form a social contract
in order to ensure their safety and security. This contract involves several
essential elements:

- Mutual Agreement: Individuals agree to surrender certain freedoms in
exchange for protection and order.

- Absolute Authority: The contract requires the establishment of a sovereign
authority with the power to enforce laws and ensure compliance. This figure
could be a monarch or an assembly.

The Role of the Sovereign

The sovereign, according to Hobbes, has absolute power to maintain peace and
prevent the return to the state of nature. Key responsibilities include:

- Enforcing Laws: The sovereign must create and enforce laws that regulate
behavior and protect individuals from each other.

- Providing Security: The primary function of the sovereign is to ensure the
safety and well-being of the citizens.

- Resolving Conflicts: The sovereign acts as a mediator in disputes,
preventing escalation into violence.

The Legacy of Hobbes’ Ideas

Hobbes’ theories on human nature and governance have left an indelible mark
on political philosophy and theory.

Influence on Modern Political Thought

- Social Contract Theory: Hobbes’ social contract laid the groundwork for
later thinkers, including John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who expanded
and challenged his ideas.

- Realism in International Relations: Hobbes’ views on human nature have
influenced realist theories in international relations, emphasizing power,
self-interest, and the anarchic nature of international politics.



Criticism of Hobbes' Philosophy

While Hobbes’' ideas have been foundational, they have also faced significant
criticism:

- Overemphasis on Conflict: Critics argue that Hobbes' view of human nature
is overly pessimistic and neglects the capacity for cooperation and altruism.
- Ethical Concerns: The idea of absolute authority raises ethical questions
about human rights and the potential for tyranny.

Conclusion

Thomas Hobbes’ assertion that life in the state of nature is nasty, brutish,
and short reflects his deep concern about the chaos and violence that can
arise in the absence of a governing authority. His pessimistic view of human
nature, coupled with his advocacy for a strong sovereign power, has left a
lasting legacy in political thought. While Hobbes’ theories have been subject
to criticism and revision, they continue to serve as a crucial touchstone for
discussions on governance, human rights, and the balance between freedom and
security. In an era where political instability and conflict remain
prevalent, Hobbes’ insights into the darker sides of human nature and the
necessity of social order resonate more than ever.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does Thomas Hobbes mean by 'nasty, brutish, and
short'?

Hobbes uses the phrase 'nasty, brutish, and short' to describe life in a
state of nature, where there is no government or social order, leading to
chaos and violence.

How does Hobbes' view of human nature influence his
political philosophy?

Hobbes believes that humans are naturally self-interested and aggressive,
which leads him to advocate for a strong, centralized authority to prevent
conflict and maintain order.

In which work did Hobbes describe his views on life
being 'nasty, brutish, and short'?

Hobbes describes these views in his seminal work 'Leviathan', published in
1651, where he outlines his theories on human nature and the social contract.



What is the social contract theory proposed by
Hobbes?

Hobbes' social contract theory suggests that individuals consent to surrender
some of their freedoms and submit to authority in exchange for protection and
the maintenance of order.

How does Hobbes' perspective differ from that of
John Locke regarding human nature?

While Hobbes views humans as inherently violent and in need of control, Locke
believes that humans are capable of reason and cooperation, leading to a more
optimistic view of the social contract.

What historical context influenced Hobbes' ideas
about society and government?

Hobbes wrote during a time of political turmoil in England, including the
English Civil War, which influenced his belief in the necessity of a strong
government to avoid chaos.

How does Hobbes' concept of the 'Leviathan' relate
to his views on authority?

The 'Leviathan' represents a powerful sovereign or state that Hobbes argues
is necessary to impose order and prevent the violent tendencies of
individuals in a state of nature.

What criticisms have been made against Hobbes' view
of human nature?

Critics argue that Hobbes' view is overly pessimistic and ignores the
capacity for altruism and cooperation among humans, suggesting that social
bonds can exist without authoritarian control.
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