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For those who looked at the world honestly and refused to look away.
“Men are so simple and so ready to obey present necessities, that one who deceives will always find those who allow themselves to be deceived.”

— Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince (1513)

“In the state of nature, the life of man is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”

— Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651)

“God is dead. And we have killed him. How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers?”

— Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science (1882)

“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”

— Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (1848)
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PREFACE
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Why the Truth Hurts — And Why You Need to Hear It

Most books comfort you. This one will not.
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There is a vast industry devoted to telling you that things are getting better. That human beings are fundamentally good. That history is an arc bending toward justice. That democracy will prevail, that markets will self-correct, that the better angels of our nature will eventually triumph over our demons.

Some of this is true. None of it is the whole truth.

This book is about the rest of it. About the parts that the comfortable narrative leaves out: the systematic cruelty that has characterised human civilisation from its earliest recorded moments to last night's news. The power structures that have, in every era and every society, organised themselves to extract benefit from the many for the comfort of the few. The wars that have killed hundreds of millions of human beings for reasons that, stripped of their propaganda, reduce to the territorial ambitions of rulers or the economic interests of those who finance them. The lies — institutional, governmental, ideological — that have been told so consistently and so elaborately that most people can no longer distinguish them from the truth.

This book is written in the company of the philosophers who looked at the same world and refused to sanitise what they saw. Machiavelli, who stripped power of its moral pretensions and described what it actually is. Hobbes, who looked at human nature without the comfort of optimism and described what human beings do to each other when the restraints are removed. Nietzsche, who demolished the comfortable fictions of Western morality and demanded that we build something honest from the rubble. Marx, who followed the money and found, at the end of that trail, the systematic production of misery for profit. Foucault, who showed how power operates invisibly through institutions, knowledge, and the definition of what is sane. Hannah Arendt, who sat in a courtroom in Jerusalem watching a very ordinary man explain, very calmly, how he had organised the logistics of the Holocaust, and who understood that evil is not the province of monsters but of bureaucrats.

And Camus — the most honest of them all, perhaps — who said: yes, the world is absurd, yes, it is without inherent meaning, yes, human beings are capable of extraordinary cruelty. And then: revolt anyway. Create meaning anyway. Be human anyway.

This is not a nihilistic book. Honesty is not nihilism. The truth about the world's cruelty is not an argument for despair but for clear eyes. You cannot fix what you refuse to see. You cannot resist what you refuse to name. The first act of genuine moral seriousness is the willingness to look at the world as it actually is.

What follows will be uncomfortable. It will challenge things you have been told. It will place philosophers who are sometimes considered too difficult, too dark, or too dangerous in conversation with each other and with the reality of your world. It will not end with easy solutions, because easy solutions are one of the lies this book is explicitly rejecting.

It will end with something better than easy solutions. It will end with honesty. And honesty, as Nietzsche understood before almost anyone else, is the most revolutionary act available to a human being.

PART ONE
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The Nature of the Beast
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What Humans Really Are
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“I prefer the company of peasants because they have not been educated sufficiently to reason incorrectly.”


— Michel de Montaigne

CHAPTER ONE
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Hobbes Was Right: The War of All Against All

Strip away civilisation and you find not the noble savage but the predator.
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“The condition of man is a condition of war of every one against every one.”


— Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan

Thomas Hobbes wrote Leviathan in 1651, during the English Civil War, with the smell of gunpowder still in the air and the memory of a beheaded king freshly minted. He was not writing theory. He was describing what he saw: human beings, freed from the restraints of sovereign authority, killing each other with breathtaking efficiency and perfectly ordinary motivation.

Hobbes' central argument is one that civilised people have been trying to refute ever since, with mixed success: in the state of nature — that is, in the absence of a governing authority capable of enforcing peace — human life is necessarily characterised by conflict. Not because human beings are uniquely evil, but because the structure of the situation makes conflict the rational choice. In a world of scarce resources, where no authority can protect you from those who would take what you have, it is rational to take from others before they take from you. It is rational to be aggressive, deceptive, and pre-emptively violent. The alternative — trust, cooperation, vulnerability — is an invitation to be exploited or destroyed.

The State of Nature: Theory or Reality?

Critics of Hobbes often argue that the state of nature is a thought experiment, a hypothetical, not a description of any actual human society. This criticism is weaker than it appears. The historical record is not kind to the view that human beings are naturally peaceful. Archaeological evidence of interpersonal violence in pre-state societies suggests rates far exceeding those in modern nations. Steven Pinker's controversial but extensively documented argument in The Better Angels of Our Nature proposes that violence has declined over history not because human nature has improved but because the institutions of civilisation — the Hobbesian sovereign in its various forms — have progressively constrained it.

But Hobbes' analysis does not depend on prehistory. It is available for observation at any moment when the institutional restraints break down. The Rwandan genocide of 1994, in which approximately 800,000 people were killed in 100 days, mostly by their neighbours using machetes, in a country that had known decades of relative peace: this is Hobbes' state of nature made manifest. Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Syria since 2011. Every failed state in history. The pattern is consistent: when the sovereign authority collapses or withdraws, violence fills the vacuum with terrifying speed.

The Social Contract: Necessary or Monstrous?

Hobbes' solution to the state of nature is the social contract: the agreement by which individuals surrender some of their natural freedom to a sovereign authority in exchange for security. The logic is impeccable within its own terms. The problem, which Hobbes acknowledged and defenders of liberal democracy have been wrestling with ever since, is that the sovereign capable of enforcing peace must be powerful enough to be genuinely frightening. A sovereignty too weak to coerce is no sovereignty at all. And a sovereignty strong enough to coerce is also strong enough to oppress.

The history of the modern state is largely the history of this dilemma. Hobbes' Leviathan — the mortal god, the great machine of sovereign power — has a track record that is simultaneously the best available solution to the problem of human violence and the most prolific perpetrator of organised violence that the world has ever seen. The state both prevents the war of all against all and, when it turns predatory, conducts it on an industrial scale.

Hobbes in the 21st Century

The relevance of Hobbes to the contemporary world is not historical. It is immediate. The nation-state system established by the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 — which Hobbes' analysis helped to justify — is itself a kind of international state of nature. There is no world sovereign. There is no authority capable of enforcing peace between states with the reliable coercive power that Hobbes believed was necessary to produce domestic peace. The result is an international system in which the most powerful actors behave with the same combination of self-interest, pre-emptive aggression, and strategic deception that Hobbes attributed to individuals in the state of nature.

Nuclear weapons, which hold the Hobbesian logic of pre-emptive violence at bay through the theory of mutually assured destruction, are themselves a monument to Hobbes' insight. The balance of terror is peace enforced by the credible threat of annihilation. It is not justice. It is not morality. It is the social contract writ large on a global scale, held together not by trust but by fear.

◆ Hobbes in Summary

Hobbes' contribution to understanding the world is not pessimism but realism. His argument is: human beings are not naturally peaceful; peace requires enforcement; enforcement requires power; power must be absolute enough to be credible. This logic has been the implicit operating principle of every functioning state since Westphalia. Pretending otherwise is comfortable. Hobbes refused to be comfortable.

Beyond Hobbes: The Question His Analysis Cannot Answer

Hobbes tells us why humans need the state. He does not adequately address what happens when the state itself becomes predatory. His own answer — obey the sovereign in almost all circumstances, because even bad governance is better than the state of nature — has been used to justify some of history's worst tyrannies. The subjects of Hitler, Stalin, and Mao could all have cited Hobbes in defence of their compliance.

This limitation opens the questions that the rest of this book will pursue: if power is necessary but dangerous, if the state is both protector and predator, if human beings are neither naturally savage nor naturally good, what does honest thought about the world actually demand of us? The answer will require voices beyond Hobbes — voices that critique the social order as well as defending it, that ask not just how to prevent war of all against all but how to prevent the organised violence of the powerful against the weak.

The International State of Nature: Anarchy Among Nations

The most obvious illustration of Hobbes' state of nature in the contemporary world is not domestic politics but international relations. The international system has no sovereign. There is no world government. There is no authority with the genuine coercive power to enforce compliance with international law. The United Nations Security Council is the closest approximation, but its five permanent members each possess a veto that makes it incapable of acting against any of their own interests or those of their allies. The result is precisely what Hobbes predicted: a system in which the most powerful actors behave as they wish, in which smaller and weaker actors must either submit, form alliances, or arm themselves, and in which the rules that govern behaviour are respected only when respecting them is consistent with the interests of those with the power to violate them.

International humanitarian law — the laws of war — is the most revealing case study. The Geneva Conventions, the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, the prohibitions on chemical and biological weapons: all of these represent the aspiration to introduce rule-governed behaviour into the international state of nature. And all of them are honoured primarily by those who have the least power to violate them with impunity. The great powers have consistently placed themselves outside the systems of international accountability that they have encouraged smaller states to accept. The United States has not ratified the Rome Statute. Russia and China's vetoes have blocked accountability for atrocities in Syria, Ukraine, and elsewhere
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