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Hobbes on Human Equality
Abstract
Thomas Hobbes, who is generally considered the first advocate of human equality in

the history of western thought, is also notorious for his thesis that “the natural
condition of mankind” is nothing but a state of war; worse, this is “a war of every man
against every man.” He deduces prima facie human equality in rights from equality by
nature, considering the former as the necessary condition for peace, while attributing
to the latter an essential cause of warfare in the natural state. However, a closer look
reveals that some of his arguments in support of his thesis are ambiguous or
inconsistent with one another. In this paper, I have attempted to illuminate how
natural equality among humans was originally introduced and what this equality
meant according to Hobbes’s analysis of human nature and society as well as the
purpose and method of his moral philosophy.

Contrary to the literal meaning, Hobbes's assertion that nature has made all humans
equal cannot be understood as a description of any natural facts; rather, it should be
deemed a normative claim that everyone in the imaginary state of nature (ie. that of
pervasive warfare) would never fail to admit. Furthermore, the equality to be
assented to is that of human weakness or vulnerability to mutual violence, which is
hidden in our daily lives, where people seek their superiority over others and the
recognition of it by others; Hobbes postulated “a war of every man against every man”
to make his readers aware of that equality. On the other hand, both mutual
vulnerability and the desire for recognition by others are deeply rooted in the same
human nature that makes us dependent upon one another and unable to survive
without help from others. Hobbes'’s theory on the equality of human rights is based on
this view of human existence. His theory brings forward a universal scheme that
would secure the only “common good” in his relativistic system, that is, peace, as long
as human conditions do not change radically.
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