
thomas hobbes on the citizen
**Understanding Thomas Hobbes on the Citizen: A Deep Dive into Social
Contract and Political Obligation**

thomas hobbes on the citizen offers a fascinating exploration into the
relationship between individuals and the state, a cornerstone of political
philosophy that continues to resonate today. Hobbes, a 17th-century English
philosopher, made profound contributions to our understanding of citizenship,
governance, and the nature of human beings within society. His ideas laid the
groundwork for modern political theory, especially concerning the social
contract and the obligations of citizens toward authority. Let’s delve into
Hobbes’s views on the citizen, unpacking his philosophy with clarity and
insight.

The Context of Hobbes’s Philosophy

To appreciate Thomas Hobbes on the citizen, it’s essential to understand the
turbulent era in which he lived. The English Civil War deeply influenced
Hobbes’s thinking, as he witnessed firsthand the chaos that ensues when
societal order breaks down. This background shaped his urgent quest to
explain how peace and stability might be maintained.

Hobbes’s famous work, *Leviathan* (1651), is where he most thoroughly
discusses the nature of citizenship and the social contract. In this text,
Hobbes presents a vision of human nature and political obligation that
challenges idealistic perspectives, favoring instead a realistic, sometimes
stark, view of humanity.

Thomas Hobbes on the Citizen: The State of
Nature and Human Behavior

At the heart of Hobbes’s philosophy is his concept of the *state of nature*,
a hypothetical condition before the establishment of political society.
According to Hobbes, in this state, individuals exist without government or
law, leading to a life that is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”
This bleak characterization underscores his belief that humans are driven by
self-interest and are in constant competition for resources, power, and
survival.

Hobbes’s depiction of the state of nature explains why citizens consent to
form political societies: to escape the anarchy and violence of natural human
interaction. Understanding this helps clarify Thomas Hobbes on the citizen’s
role — it is not merely about rights but about survival and order.



The Social Contract: Citizens Surrender for Security

Central to Hobbes’s theory is the idea of the social contract. Citizens
willingly give up some of their freedoms and submit to a sovereign authority
— the Leviathan — in exchange for protection and peace. This contract is not
between the ruler and the people but among the people themselves, who
collectively agree to obey the sovereign power.

This concept radically redefines citizenship. Hobbes sees the citizen as an
active participant in creating political authority, yet also as someone who
must accept absolute obedience to the sovereign to maintain societal
stability. The citizen’s role is to uphold peace by adhering to laws and
supporting the government’s decisions.

Obligations and Rights of the Citizen According
to Hobbes

When exploring Thomas Hobbes on the citizen, it’s important to highlight the
balance he strikes between individual rights and political obligations. While
Hobbes acknowledges certain natural rights — like self-preservation — he
emphasizes that once individuals enter the social contract, their rights are
limited by the need for collective security.

The Citizen’s Duty to Obey

Hobbes argues that the sovereign’s authority must be absolute. Citizens owe
complete obedience to the ruler because any rebellion risks the return to the
chaotic state of nature. This view implies that the citizen’s duty is
primarily to maintain order, even if it means enduring harsh laws or unjust
rulers.

Yet, Hobbes does leave room for self-defense: if the sovereign directly
threatens a citizen’s life, the obligation to obey dissolves. This nuanced
stance reveals Hobbes’s pragmatic understanding of political power and
individual survival.

Rights Retained by the Citizen

Despite emphasizing obedience, Hobbes recognizes that citizens retain the
fundamental right to protect their own lives. This natural right to self-
preservation stands above all else and justifies resistance only when life
itself is at stake. Thus, Thomas Hobbes on the citizen involves a complex
interplay between submission and self-preservation.



Hobbes’s Influence on Modern Concepts of
Citizenship

Thomas Hobbes on the citizen has had a lasting impact on political theory,
especially in shaping ideas about sovereignty, authority, and the social
contract. His views laid the foundation for later philosophers, including
John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who expanded and modified the concept
of citizenship in more liberal directions.

The Citizen as a Rational Actor

Hobbes’s portrayal of the citizen as a rational actor who consents to
government out of fear and self-interest introduces a pragmatic realism to
political philosophy. This contrasts with more idealistic notions of
citizenship as a moral duty or a natural right. Hobbes’s approach invites us
to consider how governments derive legitimacy and maintain authority through
the consent and cooperation of citizens.

Implications for Civil Society and Governance

Hobbes’s insistence on strong centralized authority to prevent disorder
resonates in modern discussions about the balance between freedom and
security. His philosophy warns of the dangers of political fragmentation and
emphasizes the citizen’s role in supporting the state to ensure peace.

For contemporary readers, Thomas Hobbes on the citizen encourages reflection
on how much freedom individuals are willing to exchange for safety, and what
responsibilities accompany citizenship in a functioning democracy or any
political system.

Applying Hobbes’s Ideas Today

While Hobbes’s era was centuries ago, his insights remain relevant as
societies grapple with issues like governmental authority, civil obedience,
and individual rights. Understanding Thomas Hobbes on the citizen can
illuminate debates about:

- The limits of civil disobedience
- The role of government in protecting citizens
- The balance between personal freedom and communal security
- The legitimacy of political power and authority

By revisiting Hobbes’s social contract theory, citizens and policymakers



alike can better navigate the challenges of maintaining order without
sacrificing essential freedoms.

---

Thomas Hobbes on the citizen presents a thought-provoking framework for
viewing the relationship between individuals and the state. His emphasis on
security, obedience, and the social contract continues to inspire and
challenge our understanding of political life. Whether in times of peace or
conflict, the dialogue Hobbes initiated about citizenship and governance
remains as vital as ever.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Thomas Hobbes and what is his significance
regarding the concept of the citizen?
Thomas Hobbes was a 17th-century English philosopher known for his work on
political philosophy. He is significant for his ideas about the social
contract and the role of citizens in forming and obeying sovereign authority
to maintain social order.

What is Thomas Hobbes' view on the role of a citizen
in society?
Hobbes believed that citizens relinquish certain freedoms to a sovereign
authority in exchange for security and order. Citizens must obey the laws
established by the sovereign to prevent the chaos of the 'state of nature.'

How does Hobbes define a 'citizen' in his works?
In Hobbes' philosophy, a citizen is an individual who consents to and is
subject to the authority of the sovereign, participating in the social
contract to ensure peace and protection within society.

What is the 'state of nature' according to Thomas
Hobbes, and how does it relate to citizens?
The 'state of nature' is a hypothetical condition where there is no
government or social order, characterized by chaos and conflict. Citizens
enter into a social contract to escape this state by establishing a sovereign
authority.

How does Hobbes' concept of the social contract



impact the rights of citizens?
Hobbes' social contract involves citizens surrendering some natural rights to
the sovereign for protection. While this limits individual freedoms, it
ensures safety and societal stability.

Does Thomas Hobbes support the idea of citizens
having the right to rebel against the sovereign?
Hobbes generally argues against the right to rebel, stating that maintaining
peace and order is paramount. Citizens must obey the sovereign even if the
ruler is unjust, as rebellion risks returning to the state of nature.

What responsibilities do citizens have under Hobbes'
political theory?
Citizens are responsible for obeying laws, supporting the sovereign's
authority, and maintaining social order to prevent the breakdown of society
into chaos.

How does Hobbes' view on citizenship differ from
modern democratic ideas?
Hobbes emphasizes absolute sovereignty and limited citizen rights, focusing
on security over liberty. Modern democracy values citizen participation,
rights, and the ability to challenge government authority.

In which of Hobbes’ works are his ideas about the
citizen most prominently discussed?
Hobbes' ideas about the citizen are most prominently discussed in his work
'Leviathan' (1651), where he outlines his political philosophy and the social
contract theory.

How can Hobbes’ perspective on citizens be applied
in today’s political context?
Hobbes' emphasis on security and order can be seen in debates about the
balance between government authority and individual freedoms, especially in
times of crisis where citizens may accept stronger state control for safety.

Additional Resources
Thomas Hobbes on the Citizen: Exploring the Foundations of Political
Obligation



thomas hobbes on the citizen presents a critical lens through which the
relationship between individuals and the state can be examined. As one of the
seminal figures in political philosophy, Hobbes’s insights into the nature of
citizenship, sovereignty, and social contract theory continue to influence
contemporary discussions on governance and civil rights. His portrayal of the
citizen is intrinsically tied to his broader philosophical project of
understanding human nature and the necessity of a strong, centralized
authority to prevent societal chaos.

The Context of Hobbes’s Political Philosophy

Thomas Hobbes wrote during a period of intense political turmoil in 17th-
century England, marked by civil war and the collapse of traditional
monarchical authority. This backdrop heavily informed his views on governance
and the citizen's role within a political community. In his most famous work,
*Leviathan* (1651), Hobbes articulates a vision of society emerging from a
“state of nature,” which he characterizes as a condition of perpetual
conflict and insecurity, famously describing life in this state as “solitary,
poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

Understanding Hobbes on the citizen requires an appreciation of his belief
that individuals, by their very nature, seek self-preservation and are driven
by fear of violent death. This fundamental drive leads to a collective
agreement or social contract, whereby individuals cede certain freedoms to a
sovereign authority in exchange for security and order. Hence, the citizen is
conceived not primarily as a bearer of inherent rights but as a participant
in an arrangement designed to curb the anarchic tendencies of human nature.

Hobbes’s View of the Citizen and Sovereignty

Central to Hobbes’s theory is the idea that the citizen’s primary obligation
is loyalty to the sovereign power. This sovereign, whether a monarch or an
assembly, holds absolute authority to ensure peace and prevent the return to
the chaotic state of nature. Citizens, in Hobbes’s framework, consent to this
authority out of rational self-interest, prioritizing collective security
over individual freedoms.

The Social Contract and Political Obligation

The social contract is foundational to understanding Hobbes on the citizen.
Unlike later theorists who emphasize natural rights, Hobbes posits that
rights are essentially granted and protected by the sovereign. The citizen’s
duty is to obey laws and respect the sovereign’s decrees, as these ensure the
stability necessary for societal survival. This contractual relationship is
unilateral; once power is granted, the sovereign cannot be legitimately



overthrown, as doing so would jeopardize the fragile peace.

The Citizen’s Rights and Limitations

While Hobbes argues for absolute sovereignty, he acknowledges that citizens
retain natural rights to self-preservation. This means that if the sovereign
fails to protect citizens’ lives, individuals may have the right to resist or
escape. However, this exception is narrowly defined, reinforcing the overall
primacy of the sovereign in political life.

In practical terms, Hobbes’s citizen relinquishes many freedoms, including
the right to judge the sovereign’s decisions or to rebel against perceived
injustices. This trade-off is justified by the promise of security and order,
which Hobbes deems indispensable for any form of civil society.

Comparative Perspectives: Hobbes vs. Later
Social Contract Theorists

To fully grasp Hobbes on the citizen, it is instructive to contrast his views
with those of later philosophers like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
Where Hobbes emphasizes order and sovereignty, Locke foregrounds individual
rights and limited government, advocating for the protection of life,
liberty, and property. Rousseau, meanwhile, introduces the concept of the
“general will” as the legitimate basis of political authority, promoting a
more collective and participatory notion of citizenship.

These differences highlight Hobbes’s unique position within social contract
theory. His prioritization of security and absolute authority often draws
criticism for its authoritarian implications, yet it also offers practical
solutions to the challenges of political instability. Understanding these
nuances enriches contemporary debates about the balance between state power
and individual freedoms.

Implications for Modern Citizenship

Hobbes’s conceptualization of the citizen continues to resonate in
discussions about political obligation and state authority. In modern
democracies, the tension between individual rights and collective security
remains a central concern. Hobbes’s emphasis on the necessity of a strong
governing body to prevent disorder provides a cautionary perspective against
excessive fragmentation or weakening of state power.

Furthermore, his ideas shed light on contemporary issues such as emergency
powers, state surveillance, and the limits of dissent. While modern citizens



typically enjoy far greater rights and protections than those envisaged by
Hobbes, the fundamental question of how much power to grant to the state in
exchange for security persists.

Key Features of Hobbes’s Citizen in Political
Theory

Rational Self-Interest: Citizens enter the social contract motivated
primarily by fear and self-preservation.

Absolute Sovereignty: The sovereign holds undisputed authority, which
citizens must respect to maintain peace.

Limited Rights: Citizens retain a natural right to self-defense but
otherwise surrender many freedoms.

Unilateral Obligation: Political obligation flows from the citizen to
the sovereign, with minimal reciprocal accountability.

Prevention of Anarchy: The citizen’s role is fundamentally to prevent a
return to the violent state of nature.

These features underline the centrality of order and security in Hobbesian
citizenship, contrasting sharply with more liberal conceptions that emphasize
rights and participatory governance.

Critiques and Enduring Relevance

Critics of Hobbes on the citizen often highlight the risks of
authoritarianism and the suppression of dissent inherent in his model. The
lack of mechanisms for challenging or limiting sovereign power can lead to
abuses and undermine democratic principles. Nonetheless, the enduring
relevance of Hobbes’s thought lies in its realistic account of political
instability and the challenges of collective governance.

In times of crisis, such as war or civil unrest, Hobbes’s insistence on the
necessity of strong, centralized control gains renewed attention. His work
prompts critical reflection on how societies balance the competing demands of
freedom and security—a debate that remains fiercely contested in political
and academic circles.

Ultimately, Thomas Hobbes on the citizen offers a foundational perspective on
the dynamics of power, obligation, and human nature. It invites ongoing
inquiry into the conditions under which individuals consent to political



authority and the means by which order is maintained in complex societies.

Thomas Hobbes On The Citizen

  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Man and Citizen Bernard Gert, 1972
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Hobbes: On the Citizen Thomas Hobbes, 1998-08-20 De Cive
(On the Citizen) is the first full exposition of the political thought of Thomas Hobbes, the greatest
English political philosopher of all time. Professors Tuck and Silverthorne have undertaken the first
complete translation since 1651, a rendition long thought (in error) to be at least sanctioned by
Hobbes himself. On the Citizen is written in a clear, straightforward, expository style, and in many
ways offers students a more digestible account of Hobbes's political thought than the Leviathan
itself. This new translation is both accurate and accessible, and is itself a significant scholarly event:
it is accompanied by a full glossary of Latin terms, a chronology, bibliography, and an expository
introduction. Throughout the editors have emphasised consistency in the translation and usage of
Hobbes's basic conceptual vocabulary, respecting Hobbes's own concern for accurate definition of
terms.
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: On the Citizen (de Cive) Thomas Hobbes, 2015-12-16 Thomas
Hobbes (5 April 1588 - 4 December 1679), was an English philosopher, best known today for his
work on political philosophy. Although Hobbes was a strong believer in the right of sovereigns to
rule absolutely, Hobbes developed the political philosophy that laid the foundation for theories like
social contract theory that have formed the backbone of Western democracy. Hobbes also wrote
about history, mathematics, physics, ethics and philosophy, writing at length about human nature
and the strength of self-interest, often referred to as materialism. Among Hobbes' work, his most
famous and important is Leviathan, titled after the Biblical character. Hobbes' Leviathan expounds
at length upon the structure of society and legitimate government, becoming one of the most
influential political philosophies in the West's history. Leviathan weds social contract theory to an
absolute sovereign, calling upon legitimate government to protect the natural rights of its people.
Written during the English Civil War, Hobbes argues a strong centralized government is necessary
to avoid war and upheaval.
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Hobbes's On the Citizen Robin Douglass, Johan Olsthoorn,
2020 The first book-length study in English of Thomas Hobbes's On the Citizen, containing twelve
original essays by leading Hobbes scholars.
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: On the Citizen Thomas Hobbes, 1998
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Man and Citizen , 1972
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Man and Citizen Thomas Hobbes, 1991-01-01 A reprint of the
1972 Doubleday edition. Contains the most helpful version of Hobbes's political and moral
philosophy available in English. Includes the only English translation of De Homine, chapters X-XV.
Features the English translation of De Cive attributed to Hobbes.
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Man and Citizen Thomas Hobbes, Charles Tuttle Wood, T. S. K.
Scott-Craig, 1972
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: De Cive Thomas Hobbes, 1949
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: The Political Works of Thomas Hobbes (4 Books in One
Edition) Thomas Hobbes, 2023-11-28 The Political Works of Thomas Hobbes, compiled into a single
authoritative edition, delves into the foundational texts that shaped modern political philosophy. This
compilation includes seminal works such as Leviathan, where Hobbes presents his views on human
nature, the social contract, and absolute sovereignty, characterized by his distinctively stark and
rigorous prose. Hobbes writes with an unwavering clarity, employing a methodical structure that
aims to dismantle the chaotic assumptions of human nature and propose a new political order
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grounded in rational self-interest. His ideas resonate within the broader context of the tumultuous
17th-century political landscape, reflecting concerns over civil war and authority that still echo in
contemporary discussions of governance and society. Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), a contemporary
of both the English Civil War and the scientific revolution, faced profound uncertainties that
undoubtedly influenced his philosophical inquiries. His experiences of conflict led him to advocate
for strong centralized authority as a means of ensuring peace and stability. A student of
mathematics and natural philosophy, Hobbes's interdisciplinary approach sought to ground political
theory in the principles of science and reason, making his insights both radical and transformative
for his time. This edition of The Political Works of Thomas Hobbes is essential for any reader
interested in political theory, philosophy, or the history of ideas. It invites contemporary scholars
and general readers alike to engage with Hobbes'Äôs arguments about human nature, the
justification of political power, and the implications for individual freedoms. As we navigate today's
complex political landscape, Hobbes's insights remain as relevant as ever, challenging us to reckon
with the balance between authority and liberty.
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Man and Citizen Thomas Hobbes, 1991
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Body, Man and Citizen Thomas Hobbes, 1962
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Body, Man, and Citizen Thomas Hobbes, 1967
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Man and Citizen Thomas Hobbes, Bernard Gert, 1972
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: De Cive Thomas Hobbes, 2019
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Thomas Hobbes and Political Theory Mary G. Dietz, 1990 The
eight essays in this volume celebrated the 400th birthday of the English political thinker - Thomas
Hobbes.
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: The Collected Political Works: Leviathan + De Cive (On the
Citizen) + The Elements of Law + Behemoth, or The Long Parliament Thomas Hobbes, 2013-11-10
This carefully crafted ebook: “The Collected Political Works: Leviathan + De Cive (On the Citizen) +
The Elements of Law + Behemoth, or The Long Parliament ” contains 4 books in one volume and is
formatted for your eReader with a functional and detailed table of contents. The Collected Political
Works, written by Thomas Hobbes, described his views on how humans could thrive in harmony
while avoiding the perils and fear of societal conflict. His experience during a time of upheaval in
England influenced his thoughts, which he captured in The Elements of Law , De Cive (On the
Citizen), Behemoth, or The Long Parliament and his most famous work, Leviathan. Leviathan,
published in 1651, concerns the structure of society and legitimate government, and is regarded as
one of the earliest and most influential examples of social contract theory. Written during the
English Civil War (1642–1651), Leviathan argues for a social contract and rule by an absolute
sovereign. Hobbes wrote that civil war and situations identified with a state of nature and the
famous motto Bellum omnium contra omnes (the war of all against all) could only be averted by
strong central government. De Cive ('On the citizen') was Hobbes's first published book of political
philosophy. The book was published originally in Latin from Paris in 1642. This work focuses more
narrowly on the political and anticipates themes of the better-known Leviathan. The Elements of
Law, which Hobbes circulated in 1640, is the first work in which Hobbes follows his typical
systematic pattern of starting with the workings of the mind and language, and developing the
discussion towards political matters. As his book seemed to support the King against the claims of
Parliament, Hobbes began fearing for his welfare, and so, later that same year, departed for Paris,
where he would remain in hiding for the next eleven years. Hobbes came into the orbit of
Mersenne's circle once again and, for some of time, served as the mathematics tutor of a young,
fugitive prince who would later become King Charles II. Behemoth (also known as The Long
Parliament), completed around 1668 and not published until after Hobbe's death, represents the
systematic application of this framework to the English Civil War. Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679),
whose current reputation rests largely on his political philosophy, was a thinker with wide-ranging
interests. In philosophy, he defended a range of materialist and empiricist views against Cartesian
and Aristotelian alternatives. In physics, his work was influential on Leibniz, and led him into



disputes with Boyle and the experimentalists of the early Royal Society. In history, he translated
Thucydides' History of the Peloponnesian War into English, and later wrote his own history of the
Long Parliament. In mathematics he was less successful, and is best remembered for his repeated
unsuccessful attempts to square the circle. But despite that, Hobbes was a serious and prominent
participant in the intellectual life of his time.
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: States, Citizens and the Privatisation of Security Elke
Krahmann, 2010-02-04 Recent years have seen a growing role for private military contractors in
national and international security. To understand the reasons for this, Elke Krahmann examines
changing models of the state, the citizen and the soldier in the UK, the US and Germany. She
focuses on both the national differences with regard to the outsourcing of military services to private
companies and their specific consequences for the democratic control over the legitimate use of
armed force. Tracing developments and debates from the late eighteenth century to the present, she
explains the transition from the centralized warfare state of the Cold War era to the privatized and
fragmented security governance, and the different national attitudes to the privatization of force.
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Citizenship and Its Exclusions Ediberto Román, 2010-05-01
Citizenship is generally viewed as the most desired legal status an individual can attain, invoking the
belief that citizens hold full inclusion in a society, and can exercise and be protected by the
Constitution. Yet this membership has historically been exclusive and illusive for many, and in
Citizenship and Its Exclusions, Ediberto Román offers a sweeping, interdisciplinary analysis of
citizenship’s contradictions. Román offers an exploration of citizenship that spans from antiquity to
the present, and crosses disciplines from history to political philosophy to law, including
constitutional and critical race theories. Beginning with Greek and Roman writings on citizenship,
he moves on to late-medieval and Renaissance Europe, then early Modern Western law, and
culminates his analysis with an explanation of how past precedents have influenced U.S. law and
policy regulating the citizenship status of indigenous and territorial island people, as well as how
different levels of membership have created a de facto subordinate citizenship status for many
members of American society, often lumped together as the “underclass.”
  thomas hobbes on the citizen: Man and Citizen Thomas Hobbes, 1978
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