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If Leviathans had Heels: The Surreptitious Weak Point


Throughout the 1600’s in England, civil strife and political unrest plagued the stability of its citizens. Thomas Hobbes, being a product of this volatility, developed a philosophy in The Leviathan which he hoped would lead to a government of leadership and protection. Like many of the philosophers of his time, Hobbes started with the theories of nature developed by physicists like Isaac Newton and tried to apply them to the nature of humans. Once human interaction within societies was understood better, he moved on to develop a theory of not only why humans formed governments, but perhaps more importantly, which form would be the most effective in eliciting cooperation and establishing protection.

The facet of physics which Hobbes felt was prudent to start with was Newton’s laws of motion. He first asserts that all human senses are the result of external bodies pressing on the proper sense organ. Since these are in fact forces of motion, they must adhere to the relevant laws directing them. Thus, Hobbes concluded that these forces were transmitted to the brain via internal motion; once there, they decelerated according to Newton’s laws of motion. This meant that all senses left impressions within the brain that could be recalled and interpreted. Furthermore, every thought one could have about a sense was the result of such internal motion and its effects. Thus, Hobbes reduced all thoughts about senses to the physics determining the sense itself.

Hobbes then expands this reduction of senses to be applicable to all human decision-making and consciousness. His first proposition was that humans think in trains of thought. Each thought in succession influencing the next while being combined with constant sensory experience. Additionally, he asserted that complex thoughts were nothing but a type of mathematical equation using words with predetermined values as the units. These two premises led Hobbes to conclude that all thoughts and mental deliberation were ultimately reducible to physical interactions. Consequently, if one’s thoughts exist in the physical realm in addition to one’s actions, a person is entirely physical. Hobbes felt he had therefore refuted dualisms as supported by philosophers like Descartes.

Since men do not exist as members of dualistic realms, their attributes can be tallied and totaled in terms of the physical universe. When Hobbes reflected on this conclusion, he realized that if any man’s qualities were summed and compared to another man’s, any two men on the planet would not be extremely different. Hobbes attributed this truth mainly to two things: (1) Time and experience taught all men prudence equally; and (2) All men are equally assured of their own superiority of mind, and only an equal distribution of wisdom would cause this. Hobbes thought that this equality of capability would lead to an equality of confidence as well. 
According to Hobbes, in a world which so clearly has limited resources and everyone by definition can do anything without fear of categorical reprisal, two men of equal confidence would fight to satisfy the desires they cannot deny. Furthermore, they would continue to fight even if sufficient resources existed either to preemptively guarantee their safety or to promote their own reputation (and reputation could discourage others from starting conflicts). Despite what he considered to be proven equality, Hobbes knew that men were not consistent in their ability to utilize their power; that is, all man are weak during times of illness and extreme age. More importantly, the men in Hobbes’s conceptualization knew it too. Therefore, Hobbes considered the premises that (1) all men seek to increase their quality of life through both their own industry and acquisition of resources, and (2) all men desire to avoid their periods of weakness being exploited by others, and he concluded that men would naturally seek a system which guaranteed them peace to facilitate these goals – Enter the Leviathan.
In Hobbes’s mind, the Leviathan was nothing but an artificial man, with individual parts made up of natural men. This Leviathan, operating with the coordinated actions of those who complete its form, will be stronger than any normal man, and would thus be able to control any such man. This control would allow men to enjoy the peace they require to improve their own qualities of life.

Because Hobbes thought that freedom-loving men would submit to this system of government only to guarantee their peace, he accordingly enumerated the laws of nature discovered through reason that defined this act more clearly. The first and most obvious rule is that a man would not naturally hurt himself in any way. Secondly, a man should strive for peace as long as possible; and when it is not possible, he should fight with any and every advantage possible; thirdly, every man should be willing to give up every right except those that he would have another use against him. Finally, men must act according to the covenants they make, otherwise their covenants are meaningless and their system would collapse back into the constant warfare in the state of nature.
These laws of nature were not necessarily true and binding of every man with the exception of the first (with a few exceptions itself). Instead, they were meant as laws that should be followed if a man’s goal of peace is to be realized. Thus, an entirely selfish man should still limit himself according to these laws, lest he lose something far more valuable. If all men making a governing covenant follow these laws, on the other hand, their stability would be far more likely. Still, Hobbes was not satisfied with this level of precision. He thus attempted to prove what attributes a commonwealth necessarily needed to guarantee this peace.
To act as the mind and will of the commonwealth, Hobbes asserted that a sovereign of absolute power was needed. This sovereign was a representative of all the people, and his or their every action represented the will of the people. In this sense, the sovereign could not do injustice to his people; because the sovereign’s actions are ultimately the peoples’ actions and the sovereign has no agreement limiting his rights, injustice is by definition impossible. The sovereign, therefore, should not be punished by his people for any action. Finally, Hobbes concluded that the sovereign necessarily needed the following powers to ensure the success of the institution: (1) The power to demand tacit consent to the covenant made between his subjects; (2) Control over any future covenants that subjects make; (3) The power to make laws and adjudicate disagreements stemming from them; (4) Control over censorship; (5) Final judgment over what promotes or destroys peace, which officers can best serve this purpose, and when to declare war for this ultimate goal of peace; (6) Authority over the militias and taxation powers to fund them. While other powers often given to the sovereign can be transferred to others, Hobbes believed that these six must remain with the sovereign or the stability of the state would be at risk.
As his final assertion, Hobbes decided that the sovereign could only exist as a monarch (rule of one), an aristocracy (rule of some), or a democracy (rule of all). In his opinion, a monarchy was the best suited for rule because his or her interests would be most aligned to the public’s and because monarchs are more efficient decision makers than groups of people. He did, however, admit that monarchies could pass to infants and the leaders themselves can be irresponsible in their use of resources.

This completed theory on the roots and goals of governments was as far-reaching as Hobbes had intended. One of the clearest and perhaps purest imitations of his theory is the U.S. Constitution. The preamble to the Constitution begins with the establishment of every citizen as the author. This might be considered proof of Hobbes’s theory, because the colony had recently returned itself to a state of nature in order to form a new covenant. In fact, the founders quote Hobbes almost verbatim with statements regarding being created with equal abilities and inherent rights. Both assertions are found clearly in Hobbes’s attempts to describe the human condition. Additionally, many amendments are directly taken from conclusions in The Leviathan. For example, Hobbes concludes Chapter XXI with the caveat that all rights not prohibited by law remain with the people; this limitation on the sovereign is mirrored in the 9th and 10th amendments.
There are, however, several problems with Hobbes’s theory that did not go unnoticed by the writers of the Constitution. In the discussion on the types of government, Hobbes supports monarchies as the most effective types of governments. However, monarchs are at least as fickle as assemblies in their decision making. Assemblies generally take longer during the deliberation process, but they come to more consistent decisions because of their confidence in that decision. A monarch’s decision can change based on something personal and irrelevant. Hobbes also says monarchs’ interests are closer to that of the people because their wealth is based on the people’s wealth; however, this is true in the same sense of assemblies, but monarchs have historically had problems with controlling themselves. Monarchs will take wealth and redistribute it to favored friends and themselves without the natural checks that assemblies have. His conclusions in this section seem to be strongly rooted in his time period rather than his logic.
The writers of the Constitution framed the structure of their new government with these problems in mind. Specifically, their major concern was how to limit the sovereign; this was a direct contradiction of Hobbes, who believed those limitations were dangerous to stability. Thus, they avoided an all-powerful monarch and tried to put checks on his power with the other branches of government. Ironically, the three mutually exclusive groups proposed by Hobbes became simultaneously instituted as the Executive (Monarch), Judicial (Aristocracy), and Legislative branches (an approximation of Democracy). Thus, they addressed two of the most destructive organizational flaws in Hobbes’s theory with one innovative change in structure.
Even though the framers corrected many mistakes, both The Leviathan and the Constitution have another organizational problem that has not been addressed. The defining of rights within similar systems has always been by the perspective of the subjects. A good example of this is the bill of rights, where the writers enumerate every right that all citizens have which cannot be infringed upon. Now, according to Hobbes’s theory, it is in the nature of all men to seek more power preemptively for safety or reputation. When this is combined with the initial defining of subjects’ rights, those with sovereignty tend to naturally define these as the only rights citizens have. This tendency is in direct opposition to both the 9th amendment and Hobbes’s closing statements, but these principles are generally overlooked because of that human nature to seek more power. If laws were written in the opposite manner – that is, defining what rights the government has, then establishing all others as remaining with the people – leaders in government would not continue to expand their own power (as easily) without the request of the people, because a law giving another right to the government will be much more harshly received than one whose wording suggests a protection of the people.
