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State Building and the

Search for Order,
1648-1690

he wars over religion not only had left bitter memories in late-seventeenth-

century Europe but also had ruined economies and weakened governments. In
response, many people sought to impose order on the turbulent world in a variety
of ways. As the first four documents reveal, politically, the quest for stability fueled
the development of two rival systemns of state building — absolutism and constitu-
tionalism. Despite their differences, rulers within both systems centralized power
and expanded bureaucracies, casting an increasingly wide net over their subjects’
lives. Although not everyone submitted willingly to the expansion of state power,
such resistance was typically fruitless. As the final document shows, the sinews of
state power extended beyond Europe as European nations (in this case France) con-
tinued their quest for land, treasure, and prestige in the New World.

1. M
Civil War and Social Contraﬁf___,, SEﬁfﬂ:ﬁrﬁ

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651)

The seventeenth century was particularly turbulent in England, where Protestants and
Catholics, royalists and parliamentary supporters, vied for power. Thomas Hobbes [1588—
1679), an English philosopher with close aristocratic and royalist ties, viewed England’s
troubles as an indictment of traditional political thinking. According to Hobbes, in their
natural state humans were violent and prone to war, Absolute authority was the only way
to counter this threat to social order. Whether this authority rested in a king or parlia-
mient was inimaterial to Hobbes; what mattered was that it gained its power from a so-

From Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Renascence Editions, at www.uoregon.edu/~rbear/hobbes/
leviathan.html.
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ers, whom by fame, or for concurring with themselves, they approve. For such is the
nature of men that howsoever they may acknowledge many others to be more witty,
or more eloquent or more learned, yet they will hardly believe there be many so
wise as themselves; for they see their own wit at hand, and other men’s at a dis-
tance. But this proveth rather that men are in that point equal, than unequal, For
there is not ordinarily a greater sign of the equal distribution of anything than that
every man is contented with his share.

From this equality of ability ariseth equality of hope in the attaining of our ends.
And therefore if any two men desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot
both enjoy, they become enemies; and in the way to their end (which is principally
their own conservation, and sometimes their delectation only) endeavor to destroy
or subdue one another. And from hence it comes to pass that where an invader hath
no more to fear than another man’s single power, if one plant, sow, build, or possess
a convenient seat, others may probably be expected to come prepared with forces
united to dispossess and deprive him, not only of the fruit of his labor, but also of his
life ar liberty. And the invader again is in the like danger of another. . . .

«++ [M]en have no pleasure (but on the contrary a great deal of grief) in keep-
ing company where there is no power able to overawe them all. For every man looketh
that his companion should value him at the same rate he sets upon himself, and upon
all signs of contempt or undervaluing naturally endeavors, as far as he dares (which
amongst them that have no common power to keep them in quiet is far enough to
make them destroy each other), to extort a greater value from his contemners, by
damage; and from others, by the example. So that in the nature of man, we find three
principal causes of quarrel. First, competition; secondly, diffidence; thirdly, glory. The
first maketh men invade for gain; the second, for safety; and the third, for reputation.
The first use violence, to make themselves masters of other men's persons, wives, chil-
dren, and cattle; the second, to defend them; the third, for trifles, as a word, a smile,
a different opinion, and any other sign of undervalue, either direct in their persons
or by reflection in their kindred, their friends, their nation, their profession, or their
name, Hereby it is manifest that during the time men live without a commaon power
to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called war; and such a war
as is of every man against every man. For war consisteth not in battle only, or the act
of fighting, but in a tract of time, wherein the will to contend by battle is sufficiently
known: and therefore the notion of time is to be considered in the nature of war, as
it is in the nature of weather. For as the nature of foul weather lieth not in a shower
or two of rain, but in an inclination thereto of many days together: so the nature of
war consisteth not in actual fighting, but in the known disposition thereto during all
the time there is no assurance to the contrary. All other time is peace.

Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of war, where every man is enemy
to every man, the same consequent to the time wherein men live without other se-
curity than what their own strength and their own invention shall furnish them
withal. 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
commoaodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building: no instru-
ments of moving and removing such things as require much force; no knowledge
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of the face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which
is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent deathyand the life of man, soli-
tary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. . .

Of the Causes, Generation, and Definition of a Commonwealth

The final cause, end, or design of men (who naturally love liberty, and dominion

over others) in the introduction of that restraint upon themselves, in which we see

them live in Commonwealths, is the foresight of their own preservation, and of a
more contented life thereby; that is to say, of getting themselves out from that mis-
erable condition of war which is necessarily consequent, as hath been shown, to
the natural passions of men when there is no visible power to keep them in awe, and
tie them by fear of punishment to the performance of their covenants. . . .

The only way to erect such a common power, as may be able to defend them
from the invasion of foreigners, and the injuries of one another, and thereby to se-
cure them in such sort as that by their own industry and by the fruits of the earth
they may nourish themselves and live contentedly, is to confer all their power and
strength upon one man, or upon one assembly of men, that may reduce all their
wills, by plurality of voices, unto one will: which is as much as to say, to appoint one
man, or assembly of men, to bear their person; and every one to own and ac-
knowledge himself to be author of whatsoever he that so beareth their person shall
act, or cause to be acted, in those things which concern the common peace and
safety; and therein to submit their wills, every one to his will, and their judgments
to his judgment. This is more than consent, or concord; it is a real unity of them all
in one and the same person, made by covenant of every man with every man, in

such manner as if every man should say to every man: I authorize and give up my
right of governing myself to this man, or to this assembly of men, on this condition;
that thou give up, thy right to him, and authorize all his actions in like manner.
This done, the multitude so united in one person is called a COMMONWEALTH;
in Latin, CIVITAS. This is the generation of that great LEVIATHAN, or rather, to
speak more reverently, of that mortal god to which we owe, under the immortal
God, our peace and defense. For by this authority, given him by every particular
man in the Commonwealth, he hath the use of so much power and strength con-

ferred on him that, by terror thereof, he is enabled to form the wills of them all, to

peace at home, and mutual aid against their enemies abroad. And in him consisteth

the essence of the Commonwealth; which, to define it, is: one person, of whose acts

a great multitude, by mutual covenants one with another, have made themselves
every one the author, to the end he may use the strength and means of them all as

he shall think expedient for their peace and common defense. . ..

Of the Rights of Sovereigns by Institution

A Commonwealth is said to be instituted when a multitude of men do agree, and
covenant, every one with every one, that to whatsoever man, or assembly af men,
shall be given by the major part the right to present the person of them all, that is
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made by the sovereign at his institution, and others or one other of his subjects,
or himself alone, pretend there was no such breach, there is in this case no judge
to decide the controversy: it returns therefore to the sword again; and every man
recovereth the right of protecting himself by his own strength, contrary to the
design they had in the institution. It is therefore in vain to grant sovereignty by
way of precedent covenant. The opinion that any monarch receiveth his power by
covenant, that is to say, on condition, proceedeth from want of understanding
this easy truth: that covenants being but words, and breath, have no force to
oblige, contain, constrain, or protect any man, but what it has from the public
sword; that is, from the untied hands of that man, or assembly of men, that hath
the sovereignty, and whose actions are avouched by them all, and performed by
the strength of them all, in him united. But when an assembly of men is made
sovereign, then no man imagineth any such covenant to have passed in the insti-
tution: for no man is so dull as to say, for example, the people of Rome made a
covenant with the Romans to hold the sovereignty on such or such conditions;
which not performed, the Romans might lawfully depose the Roman people. That
men see not the reason to be alike in a monarchy and in a popular government
proceedeth from the ambition of some that are kinder to the government of an
assembly, whereof they may hope to participate, than of monarchy, which they
despair to enjoy.

Thirdly, because the major part hath by consenting voices declared a sover-
eign, he that dissented must now consent with the rest; that is, be contented to avow
all the actions he shall do, or else justly be destroyed by the rest. For if he voluntar-
ily entered into the congregation of them that were assembled, he sufficiently de-
clared thereby his will, and therefore tacitly covenanted, to stand to what the major
part should ordain: and therefore if he refuse to stand thereto, or make protestation
against any of their decrees, he does contrary to his covenant, and therefore un-
justly. And whether he be of the congregation or not, and whether his consent be
asked or not, he must either submit to their decrees or be left in the condition of
war he was in before; wherein he might without injustice be destroyed by any man
whatsoever.

Fourthly, because every subject is by this institution author of all the actions
and judgments of the sovereign instituted, it follows that whatsoever he doth, can
be no injury to any of his subjects; nor ought he to be by any of them accused of
injustice. For he that doth anything by authority from another doth therein no in-
jury to him by whose authority he acteth: but by this institution of a Common-
wealth every particular man is author of all the sovereign doth; and consequently
he that complaineth of injury from his sovereign complaineth of that whereof he
himself is author, and therefore ought not to accuse any man but himself; no, nor
himself of injury, because to do injury to oneself is impossible. It is true that they
that have sovereign power may commit iniquity, but not injustice or injury in the
proper signification.

Fifthly, and consequently to that which was said last, no man that hath sover-
eign power can justly be put to death, or otherwise in any manner by his subjects
punished. For seeing every subject is author of the actions of his sovereign, he pun-
isheth another for the actions committed by himself.
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