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Thomas Hobbes

Thomas Hobbes was an Enlightenment philosopher that believed an absolute monarchy that gave all of a nation’s power to the king or queen was the best form of government. He believed that humans in their natural state were wicked, power-hungry and selfish creatures that could not be trusted to govern themselves. Only the government could protect people from their own selfish interests, according to Hobbes, and a strong authority figure was necessary to provide direction and leadership. Without a strong government, life for the average citizen would consist of continual fear and danger of violent death. He did not believe that power was obtained through divine right, but believed that people should voluntarily give up their rights. Hobbes argued that citizens should give up their rights to govern because equality would only lead to competition and violence. If the absolute monarch did abuse his power, a diverse group of representatives would advise the monarch of their opinions, but ultimately the monarch would have the final say.

Niccolo Machiavelli

Niccolo Machiavelli believed that the individual leader is what made a government strong and stable. Because the government relies on the leader, the leader is above the population and can make decisions based on what is good for the nation, even if his decisions result in hurting some of the population. Machiavelli argued that human beings are naturally evil, deceitful, selfish people, and therefore they cannot be trusted to govern themselves. The leader is also above the moral values of the population, and does not always have to do what is right when making decisions. The purpose of the government is to protect the power of the nation, so a king/queen must do whatever they deem necessary to ensure the nation is prosperous and strong. 

John Locke

John Locke was a philosopher who believed that people had the ability to reason, and therefore they were able to settle their differences through compromise. He believed that people had the natural ability to govern themselves and look after the well-being of society. The government should only operate with the consent of the people being governed, and all decisions made should protect the public’s right to life, freedom, and property. Locke believed these rights were absolute and belonged to all people. He also thought the government should be divided into three equal branches so that no single person or group would have absolute control. In the event that the government abused its power, the people could then rebel and form a new government. Since people have the ability to reason and think for themselves, it is the people who give the power to their government, and the people who take the government’s power away if it does not act in the best interests of the public. 

Jean Jacques Rousseau

Jean Jacques Rousseau believed that people were born good, independent, and compassionate. He asserted that if people were left alone in a state of nature, without laws or government, they would naturally live happily and peacefully. Rousseau saw modern nations as the primary problem, arguing that they gave too few people too much power. The luxury, greed, and corruption of modern nations were harmful to the individual, and political control was often removed from the people. He believed that schools, the media, and the arts were corrupting institutions, and that society would work better if it was in the hands of the people. The ideal government would consist of small local groups of people actively making decisions for themselves. Rousseau was a strong believer in direct democracy, but disliked representative democracy. He believed people should govern themselves, and argued that representatives were corrupt. Only through direct democracy did Rousseau think the individual’s freedom could be preserved, and a government should only exist on the basis of a democratic “social contract” that allowed people a direct say in the government. 

Baron de Montesquieu

Baron de Montesquieu did not believe in equality. He approved of slavery and believed that women were the weaker sex. While Montesquieu was opposed to an absolute monarchy, he believed a limited monarchy made countries the most stable and secure. He argued that people’s role and influence in the government should be based on moral goodness. It was necessary for citizens to put the interests of the nation above their own selfish desires, and states should be kept small to make it easier for people to play a role in their government. Overall, Montesquieu believed that a successful government was on that had distinct branches of government with equal power. He believed England had the best model of government divided among three parts: the king who enforced laws; the Parliament, which created laws; and a court system which interpreted laws. Only a separation of powers could guarantee that each branch checked and limited the other branch, keeping any single branch from becoming too powerful. 

