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Thomas Hobbes Nasty Brutish
And Short

Introduction: The Enduring Power of a Single
Phrase

Few phrases in the history of political philosophy carry the visceral punch of
"nasty, brutish, and short." Coined by the English philosopher Thomas
Hobbes in his 1651 masterpiece Leviathan, these three words have become
shorthand for a grim view of human existence outside the bounds of
organized society. When we speak of the "Thomas Hobbes nasty brutish and
short" description of the state of nature, we tap into a timeless debate about
human nature, the necessity of government, and the fragile foundations of
civilization. Hobbes’s vision was not merely a cynical observation; it was a
foundational argument for the social contract and the absolute authority of a
sovereign. In this article, we will explore the origins, meaning, and lasting
relevance of Hobbes’'s famous phrase, examining why it continues to
resonate in political discourse, popular culture, and our understanding of the
human condition.

The Historical and Intellectual Context

Hobbes’s England: A World in Turmoil

Thomas Hobbes wrote Leviathan during one of the most turbulent periods in
English history—the English Civil War (1642-1651). The conflict pitted
Royalists against Parliamentarians, leading to the execution of King Charles
[, the abolition of the monarchy, and a decade of political and social chaos.
Hobbes witnessed firsthand the collapse of civil order, the breakdown of
trust, and the brutality of war. This experience profoundly shaped his
thinking. For Hobbes, the state of nature was not a hypothetical thought
experiment but a realistic possibility lurking just beneath the surface of any
society. The “Thomas Hobbes nasty brutish and short” characterization
emerged directly from his fear of what happens when authority dissolves and
individuals are left to their own devices.

The Rise of Modern Political Philosophy

Hobbes was also responding to the intellectual currents of the Scientific
Revolution. Influenced by Galileo, Kepler, and Descartes, he sought to apply
mechanistic principles to human behavior. He viewed humans as complex
machines driven by appetites and aversions, constantly seeking power and
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grounded political authority in divine right or natural law. Instead, Hobbes
grounded authority in self-interest and fear. The phrase “nasty, brutish, and
short” encapsulates his conclusion that without a common power to keep
everyone in awe, human life would be a war of all against all.

Deconstructing “Nasty, Brutish, and Short”

The Full Passage from Leviathan

To understand the phrase fully, we must see it in its original context. In
Chapter 13 of Leviathan, Hobbes writes:

“In such condition, there is no place for Industry; because the
fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no Culture of the
Earth; no Navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be
imported by Sea; no commodious Building; no Instruments of
moving, and removing such things as require much force; no
Knowledge of the face of the Earth; no account of Time; no Arts;
no Letters; no Society; and which is worst of all, continuall feare,
and danger of violent death; And the life of man, solitary, poore,
nasty, brutish, and short.”

Each word carries deliberate weight:

e Nasty: Implies a life filled with unpleasantness, conflict, and moral
degradation. Without laws, there is no justice or injustice, only raw
competition.

e Brutish: Suggests a descent to the level of beasts, driven by instinct
and passion rather than reason. Humans lose their humanity.

e Short: A direct consequence of constant fear and violence. Life
expectancy plummets because death lurks around every corner.

Together, these three words paint a picture of total misery—a condition that
no rational person would choose to endure if an alternative existed.

The State of Nature as a Thought Experiment

Hobbes did not claim that the state of nature ever existed universally in
history. Rather, he used it as a logical device to show why government is
necessary. He argued that in the absence of a common authority, three
principal causes of quarrel arise: competition, diffidence (distrust), and glory.
Competition makes men invade for gain; diffidence makes them invade for
safety; glory makes them invade for reputation. This perpetual cycle of
suspicion and preemptive attack leads to a war of “every man, against every
man.” The result is precisely the “nasty, brutish, and short” existence
Hobbes describes.
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The Social Contract as the Cure

Leaving the State of Nature

For Hobbes, the only escape from this horrific condition is the establishment
of a social contract. Individuals must agree to give up their natural right to
all things and submit to a common sovereign—a “Leviathan”—who wields
absolute power to enforce peace. This sovereign could be a single person
(monarchy) or an assembly, but the crucial point is that the sovereign’s
authority must be indivisible and irresistible. Only then can the constant fear
of violent death be replaced by the security of law and order. The “Thomas
Hobbes nasty brutish and short” nightmare thus serves as the justification
for strong, centralized government.

Critiques and Misinterpretations

Hobbes’s solution has been criticized as overly authoritarian. Critics argue
that his view of human nature is pessimistic and that he underestimates the
capacity for cooperation and empathy. Some point out that his state of
nature is a self-fulfilling prophecy: if you assume people are selfish and
violent, you design a system that treats them as such. Others note that
Hobbes’s own experiences in civil war may have skewed his perspective.
Nevertheless, the phrase remains a powerful rhetorical tool for anyone
arguing that without enforceable laws, society would descend into chaos.

Relevance in Modern Times

Political Discourse and the Rhetoric of Fear

We still invoke Hobbes’s imagery today. Politicians and commentators
sometimes warn of a return to a “state of nature” during times of
crisis—natural disasters, economic collapse, or civil unrest. The phrase
“nasty, brutish, and short” appears in discussions about failed states, gang
violence, and the breakdown of law and order. It also surfaces in debates
about the necessity of police, military, and even surveillance. Hobbes’s
shadow looms large over modern conservative thought, which often
emphasizes the need for strong institutions to restrain human depravity.

Popular Culture and Philosophy

Beyond politics, the phrase has permeated popular culture. It appears in
movies, novels, and video games that explore dystopian or anarchic
scenarios. For example, the post-apocalyptic world of Mad Max or the
zombie-infested landscape of The Walking Dead can be seen as Hobbesian
states of nature where life is indeed solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.
The phrase also serves as a shorthand in philosophy classes to introduce
social contract theory. Even those who have never read Leviathan likely
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recognize the bleak poetry of those three words.
Contemporary Social Science

Recent research in anthropology and behavioral economics has both
challenged and supported Hobbes’s assumptions. Studies of pre-state
societies, such as those conducted by Napoleon Chagnon among the
Yanomamo, revealed high levels of violence, lending some empirical weight
to Hobbes’s views. On the other hand, scholars like Douglas Fry argue that
many stateless societies are more peaceful than Hobbes imagined. The
debate continues, but the phrase endures as a central reference point.

Semantic Layers and Related Concepts

The State of Nature vs. The Noble Savage

Hobbes’'s view stands in stark contrast to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
conception of the “noble savage,” who is peaceful and free until corrupted
by civilization. Where Hobbes sees the state of nature as a war, Rousseau
sees it as a peaceful idyll. This philosophical tension—between pessimism
and optimism about human nature—underpins many political ideologies.
Understanding the “Thomas Hobbes nasty brutish and short” claim is
essential for grasping the roots of conservatism, realism in international
relations, and even modern game theory.

Fear as a Foundation for Society

Hobbes argued that fear, particularly the fear of violent death, is the most
rational motivation for forming a social contract. This idea has been
influential in contemporary “realist” theories of politics, which emphasize
security and survival over justice or liberty. It also resonates with the
concept of the “security dilemma” in international relations, where states, in
seeking security, inadvertently create insecurity for others—a macro-level
version of Hobbes’s individual struggle.

Conclusion: The Legacy of a Grim Truth

“Thomas Hobbes nasty brutish and short” is far more than a memorable
phrase. It is a condensed philosophical argument about the human condition
and the necessary conditions for peace and prosperity. Hobbes forced his
readers to confront an uncomfortable truth: civilization is a fragile
achievement, constantly threatened by our own nature. While his
remedy—absolute sovereignty—may seem extreme to modern democratic
sensibilities, the underlying warning remains relevant. In an age of political
polarization, cyber conflict, and global instability, Hobbes’s vision reminds us
that the alternative to ordered society is not freedom but misery. By
understanding the depth and context of these three words, we gain a
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sharper appreciation for the social contracts that allow us to live lives that
are, by comparison, anything but nasty, brutish, or short.

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Hurley & Walls ¢ Explore the unseen.
* Page 5



