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An In-Depth
Look at
Leviathan by
Thomas
Hobbes: A
Comprehensiv
e Summary

When it comes to political
philosophy, few works have
stirred as much debate or
left as deep a mark on
modern thought as
Leviathan by Thomas
Hobbes. Published in 1651,
amidst the turmoil of the
English Civil War, this
monumental text is not

merely a book about
government; it is a radical
rethinking of human nature,
society, and the very
foundation of political
authority. Whether you are
a student new to Hobbes or
a seasoned reader
revisiting his ideas, a clear
and thorough Leviathan
by Thomas Hobbes
summary can illuminate
how this 17th-century
philosopher came to define
concepts like the "state of
nature," the "social
contract," and the necessity
of a powerful sovereign.
This  article offers a
complete overview of the
book's structure, its core
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influence, all while keeping
the content engaging and
accessible for human
readers.

Historical Context:
Why Hobbes Wrote
Leviathan

To truly grasp the
arguments in Leviathan
by Thomas Hobbes, one
must first understand the
chaos that surrounded its
creation. Hobbes lived
through the English Civil
War (1642-1651), a brutal
conflict between the
monarchy (King Charles 1)
and Parliament. The war
brought political upheaval,
social collapse, and
widespread violence. For
Hobbes, this was not an
abstract theoretical
problem; it was a lived
nightmare. He saw what
happens when a nation has
no clear, absolute authority:
people kill one another,
economies collapse, and

life becomes, in his famous
phrase, "solitary, poor,
nasty, brutish, and short."

It was this fear of disorder
that propelled Hobbes to
write Leviathan. His central
goal was to prove that
without a strong,
centralized government,
humanity would inevitably
fall into a state of perpetual
war. In other words, peace
and stability are only
possible when people agree
to surrender their individual
freedoms to a sovereign
power that can enforce
laws and punish
wrongdoers. This core
thesis runs through every
page of the text.

The Structure of
Leviathan: Four
Parts, One Argument

Before diving into a
chapter-by-chapter

breakdown, it helps to see
the big picture. Leviathan
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summary is often divided
into four major parts, each
building on the last:

e Part I: Of Man -
Explores human
nature, the senses,
imagination, speech,
and the passions. It
introduces the "state
of nature" and the
natural laws that
emerge from it.

e Part II: Of
Commonwealth -
Lays out how a
commonwealth (a
political society) is
formed, the different
types of sovereignty,
and the rights and
duties of the
sovereign.

e Part Ill: Of a
Christian
Commonwealth -
Examines the
relationship between
religion and politics,

..... soverelgn must also.,

be the head of the
church to prevent
conflict.

e Part IV: Of the
Kingdom of
Darkness - A fierce
critique of false
religious doctrines,
particularly those of
the Catholic Church,
that Hobbes believed
kept people in
ignorance and
undermined civil
obedience.

This four-part structure is
essential for understanding
how Hobbes moves from a
depiction of the individual
human being to a fully
formed theory of absolute
government.

Part I: Of Man - The
Foundations of
Human Nature

Hobbes begins by

the basic

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Richardson & Malik e
Every book is a new adventure. ¢ Page 3



components of human
psychology. He argues that
all human actions are
driven by two main forces:
desire and aversion. We
seek what brings us
pleasure (life, comfort,
power) and avoid what
brings us pain (death,
injury, loss). Reason, for
Hobbes, is not a divine gift
but a tool for calculating
how to satisfy our desires
most effectively.

From this materialist view
of human nature, Hobbes
deduces his most famous
idea: the state of nature.
This is a hypothetical
scenario in which no
government or laws exist.
In the state of nature, all
people are equal in physical
and mental ability - not
because they are literally
the same, but because
even the weakest can kill
the strongest through
cunning or alliance. This
equality of ability leads to

an equality of hope:
everyone hopes to get what
they want. But because
resources are scarce, this
soon leads to conflict.
Hobbes identifies three
principal causes of quarrel:

1. Competition - We
invade others to gain
what they have.

2. Diffidence (or
distrust) - We attack
others to defend what
we have.

3. Glory - We attack
others for reputation,
even when no
material gain is
involved.

The result is a "war of every
man against every man." In
such a state, there is no
industry, no agriculture, no
trade, no art, no society -
only constant fear and
danger. This is the natural
condition of humanity,
according to Hobbes.
Without a common power



eviathan By Thoma

fQ Keep. everyone. in awe, .
life is indeed "solitary, poor,
nasty, brutish, and short."

Interestingly, Hobbes also
argues that the state of
nature is not just a
historical prelude to
society; it can exist any
time government collapses.
He points to the American
Indian tribes (as known to
Europeans in his time), civil
wars, and even the
relations between nations
as contemporary examples.
For Hobbes, international
relations remain in a state
of nature because there is
no global sovereign to
enforce peace.

The Laws of Nature as
Precepts of Reason

Despite the grim picture,
Hobbes insists that humans
are not purely evil. We have
the capacity for reason, and
reason points the way out
of the state of nature. He

s Hobbes Sum ?
.formulates a s,e,rl,e,s of "[aws

of nature" that are not
moral commands from God,
but rational rules that any
self-interested person
would follow if they want to
survive. The first and
fundamental law is: "Seek
peace, and follow it." If
peace cannot be obtained,
we still have the right to
defend ourselves by any
means.

The second law of nature is
even more crucial: to
achieve peace, we must be
willing to lay down our
natural right to all things
and be content with as
much liberty as we would
allow others. This is the
birth of the social
contract. People covenant
(agree) to give up their
right to attack others, on
the condition that everyone
else does the same. But

here lies the crucial
problem: in the state of
nature, promises are
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worthless because there is
no one to enforce them. A
mere contract is "but
words, and breath of the
mouth."

Therefore, Hobbes
concludes that the social
contract is  insufficient
without a common power
to hold everyone to their
word. This leads directly to
Part Il.

Part II: Of
Commonwealth - The
Creation of the
Sovereign

In Part Il, Hobbes explains
how a commonwealth (a
body politic) is formed. He
describes two ways a
commonwealth can come
into existence:

e Commonwealth by
Institution - People
voluntarily agree
among themselves to
submit to a single

sovereign (either one
person or an
assembly) to protect
them all. This is the
ideal form, based on
mutual consent.

e Commonwealth by
Acquisition - A
sovereign gains
power through force,
and the subjects
submit out of fear.
For Hobbes, this is
still legitimate
because the subjects
choose to obey rather
than die.

In either case, the
sovereign is not a party to
the covenant of individual
subjects. The subjects
covenant with each other to
obey the sovereign, but the
sovereign itself is not
bound by any contract. This
means the sovereign has
absolute power: it cannot
be justly disobeyed or
overthrown, because any
resistance would break the
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commonwealth possible.

The Rights and Duties of
the Sovereign

Hobbes assigns extensive
rights to the sovereign to
ensure it can perform its
primary duty: maintaining
peace and security. These
rights include:

e Control over the
military and all armed
forces.

e The authority to
make and interpret
laws.

e The power to judge
disputes and punish
offenders.

e The power to appoint
all ministers and
officials.

e The right to reward
and punish subjects
as it sees fit.

e The power to censor
doctrines and control
public expression (to

- -prevent-sedition): « - - -

(%ma

s Hobbes Su ary
The soyereign's. utles are

mainly to protect the
people and to use its power
to further the common
good. But Hobbes is clear:
the sovereign is the sole
judge of what constitutes
that common good. The
subjects do not have the
right to rebel, even if they
believe the sovereign is
acting unjustly. However,
Hobbes does allow one
crucial exception: the
subject retains the right to
refuse orders that would
directly threaten his or her
own life (e.g., to kill oneself,
or to not defend oneself in
war).

Types of Commonwealth

Hobbes discusses three
forms of government:
monarchy, aristocracy, and
democracy. He strongly
favors monarchy because
it avoids the internal
conflicts and factionalism of
assemblies: In a-menarchy;
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the king’s private interest is
closely tied to the public
interest: the king's own
wealth and security depend
on the peace of the realm.
In an assembly, by
contrast, the interests of
legislators may diverge
from the good of the whole.
Nevertheless, Hobbes
insists that absolute power
is necessary in any form,
and a corrupt monarchy is
better than no government
at all.

Part Ill: Of a
Christian
Commonwealth -
Faith and Obedience

Part Il is often the most
challenging for modern
readers because it delves
deeply into biblical
interpretation. However, its
core argument is simple:
the Bible does not justify
rebellion against civil
authority. Hobbes argues
that religious leaders

(especially the Pope) must
be subordinate to the
sovereign. He reinterprets
Scripture to show that the
Kingdom of God was only a
physical kingdom on Earth,
which ended with the
Israelites' rejection of
Samuel's sons. Today, the
way to eternal salvation is
through faith in Christ and
obedience to the civil
sovereign. This effectively
makes the sovereign the
supreme interpreter of
religious law, preventing
the church from challenging
state authority.

Part IV: Of the
Kingdom of Darkness
- A Critique of
Religious
Superstition

In the final part, Hobbes
launches a scathing attack
on what he sees as
"spiritual darkness"

particularly the doctrines of
the Catholic Church and
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that claim authority
independent of the state.
He calls this the "kingdom
of the fairies" and accuses
it of keeping people in
darkness to control them.
Among the "Darkness" he
names are the belief in free
will (which he rejects in
favor of determinism), the
idea that the Pope can
depose kings, and the
notion that ghosts and
incorporeal spirits exist (he
insists all reality is
material). This section is
both a political and
philosophical polemic,
reinforcing the main thesis
that unified, absolute
sovereignty is the only path
to peace.

Key Concepts and
Their Modern
Relevance

A Leviathan by Thomas
Hobbes summary would
be. .incomplete. without

homa
tions .

S
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takeaways that still

resonate today.

o State of Nature
and International
Relations - Hobbes's
view that nations
exist in a perpetual
state of nature
(without a common
sovereign) has
influenced modern
realism in
international
relations. Realists
argue that, just as
individuals in the
state of nature,
nations must
prioritize self-
preservation and
power.

¢ Social Contract
Theory - Hobbes is
one of the founders of
social contract
theory, which later
thinkers like John
Locke and Jean-

..... Jacques Rousseau . . .
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built upon and
critiqued. However,
unlike Locke, Hobbes
believed the contract
results in absolute
submission, not
limited government.
e Absolute
Sovereignty vs.
Limited
Government -
Hobbes's defense of
absolute monarchy is

often seen as
extreme, but his logic
challenges us: how
much liberty are we
willing to trade for
security? Modern
debates about
surveillance,
emergency powers,
and civil liberties
echo this tension.
Materialism and
Determin



