
J O S I E  S T E V E N S O N  

The Justification of Government Violence Against Its
Citizens Using Leviathan, On Violence, and Selected
Parts from The Human Condition and The Origins of
Totalitarianism



What is Government Violence? 
Police brutality
State repression
Genocide 

Justification? 
Ambiguous: either in moral sense or in reference to the
reason why a form of government violence was used 

I N T R O D U C T I O N



English Civil War: Important
to understand why an
authoritative
figure/government is
probably best 
Man’s natural state: war

Why: physical = mental,
never satisfied, killing 

Solution: Social Contract,
Common Wealth, authoritative
figure, no more killing 

Violence is justified

L E V I A T H A N



T H E  H U M A N  C O N D I T I O N

Man’s natural state: 

Vita activa: “human life in so far as it is actively engaged in doing

something,”

Labor, work, action

Human life: Speech and action 

Community: “A life without speech and without action, on the other hand...is

literally dead to the world; it has ceased to be a human life because it is no

longer lived among men.

Political Sphere: ability to live a human life 

What happens when you deprave someone of this? 



T H E  O R I G I N S  O F  T O T A L I T A R I A N I S M  

Interwar Period: End of WWI/Beginning of WWII
Rise of totalitarian regimes

Breakdown of the nation-state:
Nation/nationality became more important than citizenship 
The Nation is more important 

Why does this matter? 
What happens if you don’t “fit”: placed outside the political
sphere/community 

Totalitarian ideals:
Rise of and integration into other forms of government 



Arendt’s observation of the spread of totalitarian ideals 
ostracization: democratic countries 

people groups labeled as non-citizens to justify
Power vs violence and fight to separate the two 
“The crimes against human rights, which have become a specialty
of totalitarian regimes, can al ways be justified by the pretext that
right is equivalent to being good or useful for the whole in the
distinction to its parts.”
Be skeptical, not dependent upon the use of violence as an
immediate solution to the loss of power.  

O N  V I O L E N C E



Leviathan is used as “evidence” for what Arendt is saying shouldn’t happen within
a state 
Hobbes believes: violence is almost always justified 
Arendt believes: 

government uses violence when losing power
self-destructive 
breakdown of the political sphere

Together: 
 emphasize the need for governments to look more closely at the potential
result of the use of justified violence against their people
can have more negative effects than the intended positive

W H A T  C A N  W E  T A K E  A W A Y ?   
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