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The Hobbesian State of Nature


 Americans praise that “all men are created equal” as this is the resounding phrase by which the Constitution is founded upon. Each man has the equal right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” however Hobbes blames the inherent equality of mankind for the most fearful state of self-destruction: the State of Nature. Hobbes declares, “For prudence is but experience, which equal time equally bestows on all men in those things they equally apply themselves unto” (Hobbes 75). It is from such an equal creation, equal ability, and equal conceit that men have no other figure by which to compare themselves to than other men. According to Hobbes the obsessive competition for self worth causes men to distrust one another until such distrust, or diffidence, becomes the state of war (Hobbes 75). In outlining the natural condition of man, Hobbes demonstrates why man, unlike other natural beasts, cannot belong to a society by agreement alone: Men construct covenants, in order to document their agreements, but “covenants without the sword are but words, and of no strength to secure a man at all” (Hobbes 106). Hobbes necessitates the function of a strong government, which he calls the Commonwealth, for this reason. Hobbes argues that mankind is incapable of living in a society to any degree (Hobbes 108) and consequentially I must prove that his authoritarian political society is a paradox in consideration of the condition of man. He therefore does not provide a complete solution to the problem of the State of Nature.

Condition of Man

Hobbes says that when men do not have a common government to regulate their activities they are in a condition of war with every man against every man, which places them in “continual fear and danger of violent death, and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” This condition describes the Sate of Nature (Hobbes 76). In the State of Nature man is guided by his passions to seek out revenge, preserve his life, and protect his pride (Hobbes 106). The passions are the result of man’s rebellion out of equality because each man wants to be place above the rest. The only unequal quality of men is in their differing strength or ability of mind; however they nonetheless are equally able to kill one another, either by man-made weapon or with a coup of others who desire the same revenge (Hobbes 74). 

Because of the inherent equality of men, especially in their ability to kill, there are three principles that generate conflict: competition, distrust, and glory. The first principle, competition, reflects man’s opinion of superiority. They are constantly in competition for honor and dignity, and therefore each man perceives himself as wiser and better able to govern the public interest. Even when times are peaceful men nonetheless want to change their government as they see fit. If the government willingly adopts new interests, all men attempt to legalize their interests, thus creating rivalries and the breakout of civil war. As Hobbes would argue, peace is the premiere goal because only in peace can people achieve their self-interests; however peace is temporary due to the nature of man himself.


The second principle is distrust. Hobbes claims that every man has the equal ability to kill and that nothing will stop others from seeking continuous revenge. The same applies to possessions. Hobbes writes, “if any two men desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they become enemies; and in the way to their end, which is principally their own conservation, and sometimes their delectation only, endeavor to destroy or subdue one another” (Hobbes 75). As with the risk of revenge, the man distrusts his fellows for the same reason his enemy should have distrusted him. If he was able to take the object by force, he realizes that anyone is capable of doing the same to him. Now instead of fighting to win, as with the first principle, he will fight to protect himself and his possessions. For this reason Hobbes argues that covenants—as they are just words of men—can not be wholly trusted. When men seek peace they devise contracts, which outline their agreement, but if there is no punishment for breaking the contract, men will readily do so in their own favor. Due to man’s distrustful nature Hobbes writes, “to this war of every man against every man nothing can be unjust… [for] where there is no common power, there is no law; where no law, no injustice” (Hobbes 78). Hobbes recommends a coercive government to solve the problems of competition and distrust, but even then his argument remains incomplete.


The final principle of conflict is glory. In order to prove his superiority over others, man must gain recognition from the rest of society. Men compare themselves for justification of their own worth, but they cannot feel secure without the reputation that accompanies being superior. In this third principle, Hobbes illustrates the irrationality of the condition of man. In the beginning, man will fight for material gain, then will fight for the preservation of life as a consequence of the gain; but even then his thirst is not quenched. Peace remains a temporary state because the search for glory distracts men from their search for peace. The period of peace occurs when there are no threats upon ones life, but because man is never satisfied with what he has, he must fight “for trifles, as a word, a smile, a different opinion and any other sign of undervalue” (Hobbes 76). Such trifles are taken as an invasion upon ones dignity, rather than upon one’s possessions. There will always be something to fight for.
Convenient Articles of Peace


Under such harsh assumptions of human nature, it is surprising we have not yet caused our own extinction, but luckily man does not desire to live in the State of Nature. At first glance the condition of man allows the most liberty and free exercise of self-interests, but men live in perpetual fear for their life and their belongings. Everything in the State of Nature is temporary except for the State of Nature itself so men design covenants and establish coercive governments in order to protect themselves. Because men make covenants to get out of the State of Nature, Hobbes defines a new understanding of what is justice and injustice: injustice occurs only when a covenant is not performed (Hobbes 89) and respectively justice is the fulfillment of a covenant. 


To clarify the establishment of covenants, Hobbes also outlines nineteen articles of peace, which he refers to as the Laws of Nature. The first law is the search for peace. Every man that seeks peace is entitled to all Laws of Nature thereafter. The second Law of Nature is the only loophole out of a covenant: the preservation of life. If during the search for peace the life of a group or an individual is threatened, action may be taken for self-preservation, even if taking action means disturbing the peace in order to escape. All other laws are summarized by the inverse of the golden rule: “Do not that to another, which thou wouldst not have done to thyself” (Hobbes 99, emphasis added). 
Let us see how the summarized laws may solve the problem of the State of Nature in relation to the three principles of conflict. The first principle, is the competition for material gain: If one does not want another to steal from them, do not steal from others. In other words, gain should not result in loss for another. Accordingly, the tenth Law of Nature states that no man may desire more than his own share, while laws twelve through fourteen explain what should be done when things cannot be shared (Hobbes 97, 98). As for the second principle, distrust: If one does not desire loss of life or property, do not inflict the loss of life or property upon another. The new interpretation corresponds with second law on nature—the preservation of life. For the third principle, glory: If one does not want to feel inferior to others, do not make others feel inferior to thee. Laws six through eight encourage equality under the new interpretation of the third principle. Although the new interpretations conflict with man’s desire to be above the rest, entering into a covenant requires compromise and therefore compromise must be given in every performance of the covenant. 

The Paradox


Although Hobbes appears to have solved the problem of the State of Nature, we must not forget that everything is temporary except the State of Nature itself. By defining the Laws of Nature, Hobbes does not completely solve the problem; he merely introduces a way to prolong the state of peace. His next recommendation is to install a strong government to enforce the laws, but Hobbes’ authoritarian government has the potential to cause problems similar to the State of Nature. If so, men will favor the State of Nature over the government. His authoritarian government also conflicts with the very Laws of Nature it was intended to protect. Hobbes defines the Commonwealth as “the multitude so united in one person” while “he that carrieth this person is the Sovereign” and “everyone besides [are] his Subjects” (Hobbes 109). He unfortunately places too much power in the hands of the sovereign, making is plan paradoxical, if not impossible. 
According to chapter eighteen, no subject can reject the judgment of the sovereign, no subject can change the ruling of the sovereign, and no subject can judge the sovereign. The condition of the sovereign is in direct conflict with the Laws of Nature sixteen through nineteen. The final four Laws of Nature address the actions of judicature while law seventeen specifically states that no man may be his own judge (Hobbes 98). If the sovereign cannot judge himself according to Hobbes’ Laws of Nature and the subjects cannot judge the sovereign according to the rules of sovereign government, what can be done? The community could ask the subjects of another sovereign to act as arbitrator but that could cause conflict with law eighteen, stating that no arbitrator may take bribes. Due to such censorship of the sovereign’s actions, the arbitrator could take a bribe in favor of the sovereign without the people knowing. The only way to abide by the Laws of Nature is to make all people, including the sovereign, completely equal. Unfortunately inherent equality is the very problem that forced man into the State of Nature in the first place. Given the contradictions between the principles of conflict, the Laws of Nature, and the structure of the authoritarian government, the problem of the State of Nature is by no means solved through the Hobbesian argument alone.

