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INTRODUCTION

THE POLITICS OF CHAOS 

A spectre haunts Leviathan, one of the foremost works of political philosophy ever 

written. The spectre is political breakdown, and the chaos which follows from it. And the 

emotion pervading the pages of Leviathan, which this vision of chaos evokes, is terror. 

As its author, Thomas Hobbes, wrote in his autobiography “fear and I were born twins 

together”.

His mother gave birth to him on 5 April 1588, his delivery being hastened—or so 

Hobbes liked to say in later life—by the reported approach of the Spanish Armada, the 

fleet sent by King Philip II of Spain to invade England. During his adult years, much of 

Europe was convulsed by war. Hobbes was forced into political exile in 1640 by the 

political strife between King Charles I and Parliament. From exile in France, Hobbes 

observed the collapse of Charles’s rule in England, and the King’s eventual overthrow 

and execution at the hands of republican revolutionaries. 

In the most famous passage in Leviathan, Hobbes graphically expressed this dread of 

violent turmoil. The passage is known to many who have never read the book. Hobbes is 

discussing what life is like in the state of nature, when human beings lack effective 

government. 

Whatsoever is consequent to a time of war, when every man is enemy to 

every man, the same is consequent to the time, wherein men live without 

other security, than what their own strength and their own invention shall 

furnish them withal. In such condition, there is no industry, because the 

fruit thereof is uncertain, and consequently no culture of the earth [i.e. 

agriculture]; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be 

imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments of moving, and 

removing such things as require much force; no knowledge 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 death; and the life of man 

solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short. 

(L p89) 

In short, Hobbes is saying, a life without government is not worth living. 

Leviathan was first published in 1651, over three hundred and fifty years ago.  

Why should we still bother to read it now? After all, in many respects our world is quite 

unlike the one in which Hobbes was writing. Mid-seventeenth-century Europe was 

shaken by religious strife. Tolerant liberal democracies familiar to us today, with their 

freedom of religious worship and political expression, lay far in the future.  

Many countries were still subject to the rule of an absolute monarch, as in the France of 

King Louis XIV. There were few international institutions or organisations of the kind we 



know, such as the United Nations, or the European Union. Similarly absent was  

the worldwide mobility of labour and capital which marks our world, as were the 

international corporations whose power rivals—indeed, exceeds—that of some sovereign 

states. In these respects Hobbes’s world is quite alien to us. 

However, some of its major features remain recognisable to us today. The violence 

born of political breakdown, for example, is all too familiar. In the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first century the collapse of empires has led to enduring political instability, 

with dire results for those caught up in the ensuing struggles for power. Sometimes the 

weakness of newly independent governments has left them prey to foreign invasion, 

while elsewhere failed states have fought civil wars or massacred their own citizens. 

Violent seizure of power through revolution or invasion, the waging of war against 

foreign citizens or one’s own, massacre and genocide—these are all real-life horrors from 

our own time. 

As a result, many of the political problems with which Hobbes was grappling remain 

with us. Some of these arise from differences of opinion—of belief, doctrine and 

associated cultural or religious practices. Citizens of modern states are troubled, as was 

Hobbes, by fears about security In some cases these fears are well founded, as when the 

state is unable or unwilling to muster the executive force needed to protect its citizens.  

In other cases, as with the post-9/11 panic over the “terrorist threat”, the fears are 

exaggerated. What is more significant, however, is that the rhetoric of “security”, 

mobilised against the supposed threat, remains extremely potent even in secure and stable 

liberal democracies. The dread of political collapse lurks in every page of Leviathan, and 

as Hobbes was keenly aware, it is never far below the surface in the real world either. 

Even religion has come to the fore again politically despite having been dismissed as 

outmoded by so many modern secular and progressive political and moral creeds. This is 

not just because of the confrontation between the secular “West” and the Islamic world, 

which bulks so large in modern international politics. Even the “West” itself remains 

deeply imbued with religiosity Again, this is not exclusively because western countries 

have absorbed significant numbers of Muslim immigrants. In many occidental societies 

such as Italy and the USA, religion remains politically potent among the European-

descended population, and this is unlikely to change soon. 

Sometimes a work of political theory captivates its readers less by the power of its 

arguments than through a compelling vision of what politics is, or what it can be. It may 

do this by holding out the prospect of a different and better world, as in utopian writings. 

Hobbes does the opposite,1 offering a nightmare vision of political breakdown. 

Leviathan’s state of nature is in fact a world without politics, since the conditions needed 

for political life are not met: there is nothing for politics to be about, since there are no 

public goods, and no way of doing politics, because there are no ways of concerting joint 

action. The social and economic disintegration described in the extract above is both a 

cause and a consequence of the absence of politics. By contrast with anarchists, Hobbes 

detects in the absence of politics the seeds not of opportunity, but disaster.

Leviathan stresses the role of sheer force in human affairs, and force is a mixed 

blessing, because it can be used for good or ill. Again, this is an aspect of the book which 

modern readers can readily grasp. Force is, of course, no less present for being, as it often 

is, invisible. Like the gravitational force acting between bodies distant from one another, 

the presence of political force can be detected via its effects. These effects include 
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citizens’ compliance with the law—notice the effect on car drivers, for instance, when 

they come within range of an operating speed camera. In fact, it is precisely when force is 

not directly visible that the power of the sovereign is working as Hobbes intended.  

It works when the sovereign is powerful enough to instil in citizens a well-founded fear 

of the consequences if they break the law. 

“The passion to be reckoned upon,” Hobbes says, “is fear” (L p99). At the same time, 

of course, the state of nature—the alternative to politics—is so awful precisely because it 

is also a state of constant fear. Hobbes, then, has to navigate between two opposite fears, 

of life without political authority, and life with it. Leviathan would not have survived as 

long as it has if Hobbes had merely tried to scare his readers. The fearfulness of the state 

of nature carries its own political message. If we have good reason to be afraid of the 

state of nature, we have at least that reason to prefer anything which prevents it, or helps 

us to get out of it—assuming, which some readers of Hobbes have always disputed, that 

his alternative is less terrible than the state of nature. 

This brings us to the double-edged core of Hobbes’s theory. For his solution, in effect, 

is to create something which is fearful—the Leviathan of the book’s title. This is an 

absolute ruler, in the form either of a single all-powerful individual or (as Hobbes also 

allowed) a “sovereign assembly” such as a ruling council. The point of creating an all-

powerful sovereign is precisely that it will be more terrible than the purely private force 

which any individual can muster in the state of nature. The sovereign’s overwhelming 

power is what gives everybody reason to agree to obey; anyone who fails to do so, having 

already agreed to do so, is a “fool” (L p101). That is, those who are subject to the power 

of the sovereign are cowed into obedience. But of course the other side of this coin is the 

danger, well known to us now, of tyranny by the sovereign. In his efforts to ensure that 

the sovereign is strong enough to enforce order, Hobbes risks making the sovereign a 

despot. Like Hobbes, our fate is to be caught between two opposed fears: of life without 

effective government, and life with a government which (at least in its tyrannical form) is 

all too effective. 

LEVIATHAN AND POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

Hobbes’s fork of fear is familiar enough to us. For instance, the dread of tyrannical 

government, and the dread of lawlessness, have been felt by turns by the citizens of Iraq 

first under Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship, and then since the 2003 invasion in murderous 

internecine conflict. However, I have also pointed out some basic differences between 

our world and the mid-seventeenth-century environment in which Hobbes was writing. 

Much of Leviathan, particularly Part 3 and Part 4, is devoted to matters which we would 

now regard as being politically marginal at best: for example, the authorship of books of 

the Bible (ch. 33), the sig-nificance of miracles (ch. 37), the legitimate extent of the 

political power of the church (ch. 42). This has meant that Parts 3 and 4 have received 

much less attention than Part 1 and especially Part 2, which contains the kernel of 

Hobbes’s political theory. 

Nonetheless, even when Hobbes addresses matters which may seem politically 

marginal to us, he never forgets their political significance. For him the key political 

question is: “Who rules?”, particularly in the face of deep disagreements about religion, 
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morality and politics. Hobbes’s detailed discussion of miracles in Part 3 seems at first to 

be devoid of political relevance. He notes that what is regarded as miraculous depends on 

the education and experience of the observer; and also, more importantly, of those who 

receive reports of miracles. Moreover, because they are taken as signs of God’s will, and 

those who witness them are regarded as divinely inspired, miracles are potent political 

weapons. Then Hobbes argues (L pp305–6) that because different people will have 

different opinions both on what counts as a miracle, and whether a given report of a 

miracle should be believed, we need an authority to decide these questions. Since reports 

of miracles always make claims to power, to allow a public free-for-all is a recipe for 

anarchy. Judgement on miracles has to be handed over to the ruler: “private reason must 

submit to the public” (L p306). In his insistence that public reason must trump private 

opinion, Hobbes in fact anticipates a central claim of modern philosophical liberalism.  

Some of Hobbes’s insights have been lost by modern theorists. Modern academic 

political philosophy, at least in the English-speaking world, usually tries to infer political 

arrangements from moral considerations, such as the idea that everyone is owed equal 

respect, or that nobody should try to enforce a political regime which others could 

reasonably reject. Most often, it assumes that we are all subject to certain moral norms, 

and tries to work out what these norms require of us politically. However, as modern 

liberals are well aware, societies are beset by internal disagreement over morality. The 

problem then is to try to withstand the forces of moral conflict: for example, modern 

political theorists sometimes try to devise a set of principles which are morally acceptable 

because they can command universal agreement. 

But such arguments tend to undermine themselves. It starts off with the political 

problems posed by disputes over morality or “values”, and then tries to resolve the 

disputes by coming up with a moral solution. The risk is that the solution is open to 

disputes similar to those which caused the political problem in the first place.2 If so, the 

agreement is no longer “universal”, and theorists find themselves reduced to saying, in 

effect, that people who do not agree with the suggested principles, at any rate ought to do 

so. This is a journey up the hill and then back down again. 

Hobbes would have had little time for this approach to political philosophy.  

His starting-point is admittedly the same as many modern liberal thinkers: the fact of 

persistent disagreement, which nowadays is often ascribed to the pluralism or 

multiculturalism of modern societies. But from there Hobbes’s approach diverges 

radically. Modern liberal theories typically seek to find a common moral grounding for 

political principles. By contrast, Hobbes tries to identify a motive, or set of motives, 

which can have overriding force for people, and then asks what set of political 

arrangements will result if people act on the motive in question. He finds it in the natural 

impulse towards self-preservation: “the final end,” Hobbes says, which people have in 

setting up political authority over themselves, “is the foresight of their own preservation” 

(L p117).

Precisely because Hobbes gives such weight to the motive of self-preservation, he 

thinks that people will be prepared to relin-quish a great deal in exchange for a secure 

state (or “common-wealth”, as he calls it). Thus he believes that they will readily hand 

over responsibility for law-making to the sovereign—who may be an individual, a 

monarch, or an assembly like Parliament or Congress—and with it full discretion over the 

content of the law. This makes Hobbes’s state look much more authoritarian than those of 
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modern liberal democracies. The sovereign has the power, for instance, to impose 

religious uniformity on the population, in the name of civil peace. To allow private belief, 

dogma or superstition to run riot in the public sphere is to risk chaos. 

Despite Hobbes’s authoritarian conclusions, this makes the concerns of Leviathan very 

similar to those of modern liberal philosophers. Their overriding aim is to arrive at 

principles for governing political life which can command reasonable agreement despite 

the fact that people disagree so strongly about morality, politics and religion.  

The important point for political theorists who intend, as Hobbes did, to lay a basis for 

stable government, is not whether it is possible to gain knowledge of these matters, but 

the fact that people disagree strongly. This problem would still exist even if one side in 

an ideological conflict had knowledge of the relevant truths, since this leaves the question 

of what to do about the other side. They still have their beliefs, and they may indeed form 

the majority. 

There would still be a political problem to solve even if some specific religious or 

moral doctrine was true, and could be known to be true. The problem arises as long as 

people disagree deeply about the truth of the doctrine. Early in Leviathan Hobbes makes 

it clear how this can lead to political turmoil: 

when there is a controversy in an account, the parties must by their own 

accord set up for right reason, the reason of some arbitrator or judge, to 

whose sentence [i.e. judgement] they will both stand, or their controversy 

must come to blows or be undecided for want of a right reason constituted 

by nature…when men that think themselves wiser than all others clamour 

and demand right reason for judge, yet seek no more but that things 

should be determined by no other men’s reason but their own, it is as 

intolerable in the society of men, as it is in play after trump is turned, to 

use for trump on every occasion that suit whereof they have most in their 

hand. For they do nothing else that will have every of their passions, as it 

comes to bear sway in them, taken for right reason. 

(L pp32–33) 

Here Hobbes is saying that, in the face of bitter dispute, we need an agreed procedure to 

resolve it, just as nowadays irreconcilable parties (such as employers and workers, or 

landlords and tenants) may refer their dispute to an independent arbiter in order to resolve 

it. This is a pragmatic solution to the brute fact of disagreement. It is a response to the 

need for a method of resolution, given that it is worse for everyone if the dispute remains 

unsettled. 

But, of course, someone who advocates a certain set of political arrangements as best, 

as Hobbes does in Leviathan, makes a claim that aims at truth. It is, however, consistent 

with this to say that we can aim at the truth without knowing whether we have hit it. 

Moreover, as I shall suggest, Hobbes’s goal is to reach political conclusions which we 

find we have to agree to. This is one way of getting round doubts about morality or 

politics, since if we can’t help agreeing to a conclusion, then the question of its truth, at 

least for political purposes, lapses. We have to live with the conclusion because we can 

do nothing else. 
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As Hobbes notes, the problem is to find a conclusion which impresses itself on reason 

with just this force. If we do, 

we are not to renounce…our natural reason…By the captivity of our 

understanding is not meant a submission of the intellectual faculty to the 

will of any man, but of the will to obedience where obedience is due.  

For sense, memory, understanding, reason and opinion are not in our 

power to change…[and] are not effects of our will, but our will of them. 

We then captivate our understanding and reason, when we forbear 

contradiction.  

(L pp255–56) 

Reason is both strong and weak, and has to be in order to serve Hobbes’s purposes. It is 

weak insofar as its power to discover the truth about certain aspects of the world (such as 

the nature of God) is very limited. But it is strong to the extent that, just because of this, it 

imposes a stringent standard on belief: if this power is indeed weak, then reasonable 

belief and action need to take account of this. While reason cannot stop people from 

holding beliefs which are irrational, reason can devise means to counter the ill effects of 

their doing so. 

Hobbes thought not that reason should resign from the public sphere, but that the 

sovereign—the supreme ruler—should simply decide which religious and political 

doctrines should be publicly endorsed. He knew that it would be impossible to force all 

individuals to believe these doctrines, as private citizens (e.g. L p323). Again this offers a 

strong contrast with most modern political philosophy, and in particular the doctrine of 

neutrality—the idea that the state should remain neutral or impartial between different 

ideas of the good life, or of the meaning of life, including such matters as religion.  

The most widely held justification for neutrality runs as follows: since reasonable people 

hold widely differing views on the nature of the good, any such view is reasonably 

rejectable; if a view is reasonably rejectable, it cannot be justified to enforce that view 

politically (e.g. by force of law); but all views are reasonably rejectable; so the state, to 

be justified, must endorse no such view. It must remain neutral between different ideas of 

the good life. 

Thus, liberals who support neutrality rule out theocratic states of the kind which exist 

in today’s Iran, or indeed an established religion such as the Church of England.  

They argue that beliefs about the good life or the meaning of life are inevitably 

controversial, so that it is unjustifiable for the state to impose specific beliefs about these 

matters on everybody. On this view, the state should be like a referee, rather than one of 

the competing teams, impartially enforcing rules which apply equally to all sides.  

Hobbes knew all too well that questions about the meaning of life were controversial. 

But he thought that these views had to take second place behind the maintenance of the 

state. Suppose we grant the claim of neutrality that the state cannot justifiably impose its 

idea of the good on everybody in the face of reasonable disagreement about what the 

good is. It is clear that this approach assumes that certain goods, and in particular that of 

security are already in place. But what if the only way to maintain the state were to 

impose some such idea, however controversial? It is clear that the neutrality argument 

assumes that security is already guaranteed without it, there is no state to act as a referee. 
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Worries about justification are, to this extent, a luxury which can be indulged only when 

the fundamental political good of security is already in place. 

It may be said that security itself can be undermined by an unduly repressive political 

authority But, first, this view is itself controversial, and relies on assumptions about 

individuals’ motivations within a repressive regime.3 And, second, even if it is the case 

that security is best served by a regime of toleration rather than repression, the argument 

is no longer about justification in the abstract, as it is with neutrality but about the best 

way to promote security 

Hobbes’s alternative view, then, puts to one side questions of justification in favour of 

a more pragmatic approach. The sovereign—whether an individual or assembly—can and 

should decide controversial matters of doctrine. The fact that, in the abstract, it may be 

impossible to justify these doctrines—in the sense of providing adequate warrant for 

believing them—is not the point. It is not the point, for Hobbes, because there are 

political goods which take precedence over truth. 

This is why Hobbes is a deeply troubling figure for philosophers, most of whom see 

themselves as engaged in a project of inquiry—and if the notion of inquiry is to make 

sense, it cannot do without the notion of truth, at which inquiry aims. Hobbes says, not 

that we cannot get hold of the truth, but that other things matter more. As he says about 

law, it “depends not on the books of moral philosophy The authority of writers, without 

the authority of the commonwealth, makes not their opinions law, be they never so 

true…yet it is by the sovereign power that it is law” (L p191). The nature and limits of 

the “sovereign power” lie at the heart of Leviathan.
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1

HOBBES’S LIFE

HOBBES’S LIFE AND TIMES 

The life of Thomas Hobbes was sociable, rich, pleasant, cultured and long. Hobbes was 

deeply enmeshed in the society of his time, both in his long involvement with the 

aristocratic Cavendish family and in his contact (see the correspondence collected in 

Hobbes 1994a) with many of the leading European intellectuals of the day At his death, 

Hobbes left over £1000, a substantial sum for the time. In his English verse 

Autobiography (see Hobbes 1994b lxiii) he notes that “My sums are small, and yet live 

happy so”. He was a highly cultivated intellectual figure, producing translation from (and 

into) Latin and Greek, and engaging in speculation about philosophy physics, theology 

biblical interpretation, natural science and mathematics, among other subjects.  

Hobbes died at the age of ninety-one. 

He was born on 5 April 1588, in Westport, north Wiltshire, not far from Malmesbury 

He is sometimes, indeed, known as “Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury”. Hobbes’s father, 

also named Thomas Hobbes, was a rural clergyman, curate of the neighbouring parish of 

Brokenborough. Little is known about Hobbes’s mother, but she may have been Alice 

Courtnell, who married a Thomas Hobbes in St Martin, Salisbury, not far from 

Malmesbury, on 3 May 1578. Hobbes had an older brother, Edmund, and a younger 

sister, Anne. 

Despite his clerical vocation, Thomas Hobbes senior was a notorious wastrel, though 

not untypical of the rural clergy of the day He was illiterate, and apparently often drunk. 

According to John Aubrey Hobbes’s friend and first biographer, Hobbes’s father was 

given to falling asleep in church, once stirring from his slumbers to exclaim “trafells [i.e. 

clubs] are trump[s]”. He was excommunicated—in effect, expelled from the church—for 

beating up a fellow vicar, Richard Jeane, in Malmesbury churchyard. Hobbes senior had 

previously been tried in a church court for slandering Jeane, and after the churchyard 

incident reportedly left the county for good. Afterwards Hobbes’s uncle Francis, a 

prosperous glove-merchant, seems to have acted as the young Thomas’s guardian. 

Hobbes attended elementary school in Westport, near Malmesbury, and later went to 

school in Malmesbury itself. By the age of fourteen he had translated the ancient Greek 

playwright Euripides’ Medea from Greek into Latin verse. Between about 1602–31 and 

1608, Hobbes attended Magdalen Hall (now Hertford College) at Oxford University At 

Oxford he received the usual training in classical languages and literature, particularly in 

the works of the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, which Hobbes would later dismiss 

in Leviathan as “Aristotelity” (L p462). According to Aubrey he amused himself when 

not at his studies by perusing maps in shops, and by catching birds. An antipathy to  

the “Schools”, the mediaeval philosophy derived from Aristotle, remained with him for 

the rest of his life (e.g. L p59; p227; p418; pp472–73). 



On the recommendation of Magdalen Hall’s Principal John Wilkinson in 1608, 

Hobbes was recruited to act as a tutor to the future second Earl of Devonshire, William 

Cavendish. In fact Hobbes’s duties extended beyond those of a tutor (Hobbes was only 

about two years older than his master), to acting as a general factotum in the Cavendish 

household. This passage into the service of the aristocracy was one made by many 

intellectually able young men of humble origins. Hobbes spent most of the seventy-one 

further years of his life as a member of the household either of the Earls of Devonshire, 

or of their cousins, the Earls of Newcastle.  

Not much is known about Hobbes’s activities between 1610 and 1614. It was once 

thought that he was in Europe with his protégé William Cavendish during this period, but 

there are strong grounds for thinking that they did not leave England until 1614 

(Martinich 1999 pp29–30). In that year he and Cavendish undertook a tour of France and 

Italy, where Hobbes learned Italian. They returned in 1615. He seems to have made the 

acquaintance of Francis Bacon, the Lord Chancellor, soon after his return to England in 

1615, perhaps helping Bacon to translate the latter’s Essays from English to Italian before 

their publication in 1618. Hobbes was the source for John Aubrey’s claim in his 

biography of Bacon that the Lord Chancellor died from a chill caught during a disastrous 

refrigeration experiment, which involved stuffing a (dead) chicken with snow. In 1620 an 

anonymous volume was published entitled Horae subsecivae (“Leisure Hours”), 

comprising a number of essays, some of which have recently been plausibly argued to 

have been written by Hobbes himself. It is possible to see the foundations of Hobbes’s 

mature philosophy in two of them, “A Discourse Upon the Beginning of Tacitus” and  

“A Discourse of Laws” (see Hobbes 1995). 

Hobbes continued in the Cavendish family service, and was a board member and 

nominal shareholder on the Virginia Company, in which the Cavendish family 

maintained substantial interests (Malcolm 1981). William Cavendish died in 1628, 

having succeeded as second Earl of Devonshire only two years earlier. This temporarily 

left Hobbes without employment in the Cavendish family. Through the good offices of 

the Earl of Newcastle, however, he soon secured employment with Sir Gervase Clifton, a 

friend of the Cavendish family. After a second European tour to France and Switzerland 

as the tutor of Sir Gervase’s son in 1629–30, he returned to the service of the Cavendish 

family in the household of William’s widow, the Dowager Countess of Devonshire, at 

Hardwick Hall. In 1629 he published a translation of the ancient Greek historian 

Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War. In his Autobiography Hobbes wrote that 

Thucydides was a favourite of his among historians because he showed “how stupid 

democracy is” (Hobbes 18411 lxxxviii). 

Thereafter Hobbes extended his intellectual contacts and reputation both in England 

and abroad. During the 1630s Hobbes associated with members of the so-called “Tew 

Circle”, which met at the home of Lucius Cary Viscount Falkland, in the village of Great 

Tew in north Oxfordshire, and was involved in the intellectual coterie which met at the 

Earl of Newcastle’s home in Welbeck, Nottinghamshire. The Tew Circle included such 

friends (and sometimes future exfriends) of Hobbes as Edward Hyde, who later became 

Earl of Clarendon. Hyde wrote a history of the “English Civil War”,2 the religious and 

political conflict which raged across the British Isles between 1642 and 1651. 

Others of Hobbes’s acquaintance included the lawyer and political theorist John 

Selden, the poet Edmund Waller, theologian William Chillingworth, and the Oxford 
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cleric Gilbert Sheldon. The Circle was familiar with the work of Hobbes’s great 

contemporary the Dutch legal and political theorist Hugo Grotius, and with continental 

philosophical doctrines to which Hobbes had already been exposed. 

This exposure arose from a third tour of mainland Europe which Hobbes undertook 

from 1634 to 1636, accompanying the third Earl of Devonshire (who, though still a 

minor, had succeeded to the title when his father died in 1628). They visited France and 

Italy including two prolonged stays in Paris. There he met Marin Mersenne, a Friar who 

kept in contact with a wide range of European philosophers and intellectuals, and helped 

to spread their ideas. Hobbes also met the great astronomer Galileo in Florence. Of his 

acquaintance with Mersenne, he proudly writes in his verse Autobiography that after 

showing the Friar his writings on motion, “I was reputed a philosopher” (line 136).  

His translation of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, with the English title A Briefe of the Art of 

Rhetorique, was published in 1637. The translation incorporated radical revisions to 

Aristotle’s text (it was in fact a translation of a Latin summary of the work which Hobbes 

had previously used for tuition purposes). During the later 1630s Hobbes also wrote a 

tract in Latin on optics. 

The 1630s were also years of political unrest in England. King Charles I failed to 

summon Parliament during the eleven years between the dissolution of 1629 and the 

Short Parliament of April 1640. In the election for this parliament, Hobbes stood as a 

candidate for Derby but the influence of Devonshire was not enough to secure Hobbes’s 

election. The King’s eleven years of personal rule (i.e. rule by Charles I and his advisers 

without summoning Parliament) were marked by growing dissent, including the famous 

Ship Money case of 1637, which raised the question whether there were any limitations 

on royal prerogative. Charles also launched a disastrous invasion of Scotland to enforce 

the Anglican prayer book in 1639. As political ferment grew, Hobbes published the 

proroyalist Elements of Law in May 1640. 

Moves against Charles’ supporters by the Long Parliament, which opened later in 

1640, caused Hobbes to leave for Paris in November of that year. He would remain in 

exile for eleven years. In France he renewed his acquaintance with Mersenne and the 

other French intellectuals he had met on his visit to Paris in 1634–36. His second major 

work of political theory, the Latin De cive, was published in 1642 (an English version 

was published in 1647, as was a French translation by Hobbes’s friend Samuel Sorbière), 

though it may have been substantially complete by 1640. De cive was part of a projected 

trilogy whose other two parts did not appear until the 1650s. Hobbes also wrote a lengthy 

refutation of the Catholic philosopher Thomas White’s book De Mundo, which was not 

published during his lifetime (now usually referred to as the Anti-White) (Hobbes 1976).3

He wrote a tract on optics in English, later incorporated into De homine (Hobbes 1841 

Vol. II). 

Hobbes remained in France until after the publication of Leviathan in mid-1651, by 

which time Charles had been defeated in the civil wars, executed, and replaced by a 

republican regime. Hobbes seems to have begun writing the book in 1649, and must have 

composed it very rapidly: he had written thirty-seven of the chapters (which became 

forty-seven in all, though Hobbes originally projected fifty) by May 1650. The rest of the 

book was more or less finished by the end of that year. It was published in London in 

April or May 1651.4

Hobbes and leviathan     10



When he was asked by his old friend Edward Hyde why he had published it, Hobbes 

famously replied—in a mood, Hyde recorded, “between jest and earnest”—that “The 

truth is, I have a mind to go home” (as Hyde recounted in his “A Survey of Mr Hobbs His 

Leviathan”, in Rogers 1995; p184). This presumably indicates that Hobbes thought 

Leviathan would help him to find favour with the new republican regime in England, 

despite his association with royalism during the civil wars. If this was indeed Hobbes’s 

calculation, it was correct (see Collins 2005). He returned to England in 1652 and 

remained unmolested by the republican regime. 

However, the book’s vehement hostility to Roman Catholicism ch. 47 of the book 

compares the Papacy with “the Kingdom of Fairies”—incurred the displeasure both of 

the French clergy and the English court in exile (Charles I’s widow Henrietta Maria was 

a Catholic). The book’s views on church government, sovereignty and controversial 

points of theology were also unwelcome in orthodox royalist circles and indeed Anthony 

Ascham, one of the so-called “de facto” apologists for the new English republican 

regime, whose views bore a passing similarity to Hobbes’s, had recently been murdered 

in Spain by royalist agents. Just as Elements of Law had prompted Hobbes’s departure 

from England to France in 1640, the publication of Leviathan sped him back from France 

to England eleven years later. 

Back in England Hobbes continued to publish prolifically though he was now well 

into his sixties and in poor health. He engaged in a lengthy dispute with Bishop John 

Bramhall on free will, and published the first and second parts of the Elements of 

Philosophy, the De corpore (1655) and De homine (1658). The latter adds some 

important material to the political theory set out in Leviathan. The publication of 

Leviathan made Hobbes famous. A number of attacks on the book soon appeared in print, 

such as Ross’s Leviathan Drawn Out With a Hook of 1653, George Lawson’s An
Examination…of Mr Hobbs His Leviathan, which appeared in 1657, and Bramhall’s The

Catching of Leviathan, published in the following year. 

In 1660 Charles II returned from exile and ascended the throne as the restored Stuart 

monarch. As a supporter of the King during the civil wars, Hobbes was not initially 

threatened by the persecution of former republicans and regicides which followed the 

Restoration. But with the Restoration of the monarchy came that of the Church of 

England too, and a series of statutes reasserted religious orthodoxy after the free-for-all of 

the late 1640s and 1650s. Hobbes duly found himself under threat of investigation by the 

House of Lords as part of the proceedings on a bill against “Atheism and Profanity” in 

1666–68, though nothing came of it. 

During this decade, as he approached the age of eighty, Hobbes remained very active: 

the Latin version of Leviathan dates from this decade (for the dating of the Latin text, see 

Chapter Two), as probably does his Dialogue Between a Philosopher and a Student of the 

Common Laws of England.5 Hobbes’s sight was failing by this time, and because he was 

no longer capable of writing in person he had to dictate to an assistant. Behemoth, his 

narrative of the background to the civil wars in Britain in the 1640s, was written in 1670, 

though it was not published until 1679, the year of his death. 

In the final decade of his life Hobbes lost little of his intellectual vigour. He continued 

to engage in polemics. One of these involved John Fell, the Hobbes-hating Dean of Christ 

Church, Oxford. Fell demanded changes to a (favourable) biography of Hobbes which 

was included by Anthony Wood in the latter’s History and Antiquities of the University of 

Hobbes’s life     11



Oxford. In the 1670s Hobbes also wrote and published a history of the church, the 

Historia Ecclesiastica, two works on mathematics, as well as a translation of Homer, The
Travels of Ulysses, which went through several editions before Hobbes died. According 

to Bishop White Kennett, at this stage of his life Hobbes would have “dinner” at about 

noon, and would then retire to his study “with 10 or 12 pipes of tobacco laid by him”; he 

would then start “smoking, and thinking, and writing for several hours”. 

Hobbes was a man of idiosyncratic likes and dislikes. He engaged, for example, in a 

long and vituperative dispute with the mathematician John Wallis. This resulted in part 

from Hobbes’s project of “squaring the circle”, in which he persevered for decades. 

Squaring the circle was an ancient puzzle for mathematicians. It was the task of 

constructing, from a given circle, a square equal in area to it, using only an unmarked 

ruler and a compass; it is in fact impossible (see Hardy Grant, “Hobbes and mathematics” 

in Sorell 1996). Wallis, an accomplished mathematician, was reduced to exasperation and 

eventually silence. In fact, Hobbes’s last publication, the Decameron Physiologicum of 

1678, included yet another attempt to refute Wallis’s geometrical claims.  

He antagonised the Dutch mathematician and natural scientist Christiaan Huygens for 

similar reasons, and made prolonged and bizarre attempts to show that Robert Boyle’s 

claim to evacuate a glass jar by means of an air-pump must be misguided or fraudulent 

(Shapin & Schaffer 1985; Douglas Jesseph, “Hobbes and the method of natural science” 

in Sorell 1996). Hobbes developed a morbid fear of mountains, which he seems to have 

regarded as abominable excrescences. This was unfortunate for Hobbes, who spent much 

of his adult life in Derbyshire’s Peak District, in the Cavendish family seat at Hardwick 

Hall. In 1636 he published a long Latin poem on the subject, De Mirabilibus Pecci

(“Concerning the wonders of the peak”), which dealt with a peak in the neighbourhood of 

Hardwick known locally as the “Devil’s Arse”—no doubt an attempt to “work through” 

this phobia. 

Hobbes had other oddities. He was a hypochondriac. He believed that death was 

caused by the reabsorption in old age of one’s own perspiration, causing the victim to 

drown. This belief caused him to engage in much pointless exercise, and to wear thick 

garments even in warm weather, in an attempt to sweat out the supposedly lethal fluid. 

He sang a lot, apparently in the belief that doing so would counteract the tendency of the 

lungs to shrivel in old age; this seems to have caused him respiratory problems.  

He played tennis, and indeed Leviathan employs an extended and rather strange tennis 

metaphor at the end of ch. 25 (L p182). He never married, though Aubrey remarked, with 

perhaps intended ambiguity that “he was not a woman-hater”. Indeed, White Kennett’s 

memoir of Hobbes alleged that he had fathered an illegitimate daughter, though no hard 

evidence has been found to support this claim. 

Aubrey’s pen-portrait of Hobbes the man is vivid enough to be worth quoting at some 

length. 

From forty or better, he grew healthier, and then had a fresh ruddy 

complexion [Hobbes had apparently looked rather pallid in his younger 

days]…In his old age he used to sing prick-song [written music for 

voices] every night, for his health…He had a good eye, and that of a hazel 

colour, which was full of life and spirit, even to the last. When he was 

earnest in discourse, there shone, as it were, a bright live-coal within it. 
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He had two kind[s] of looks: when he laughed, was witty, and in a merry 

humour, one could scarce see his eyes; by and by [later], when he was 

serious and positive, he opened his eyes round …He was six foot high, 

and something better, and went indifferently erect, or rather, considering 

his great age, very erect…He was, even in his youth, generally temperate, 

both as to wine and women…For his last 30+ years, his diet etc. was very 

moderate and regular. After 60 he drank no wine, his stomach grew weak, 

and he did eat most fish, especially whiting, for he said he digested fish 

better than flesh. He rose about seven, had his breakfast of bread and 

butter, and took his walk, meditating till ten; then he did put down the 

minutes of his thoughts, which he penned in the afternoon…he did twice 

or thrice a year play tennis (at 75 he did it); then went to bed there and 

was well rubbed. This he did believe would make him live two or three 

years the longer. 

Hobbes lived until he was ninety-one, a great age for a seventeenth-century man.  

In October 1679 he fell ill with strangury a bladder complaint. Shortly before his death he 

was moved from Chatsworth to Hardwick, about ten miles away swaddled in a feather 

blanket. He died on 4 December 1679. His body wrapped in a woollen shroud, was 

buried at the Parish Church of Hault Hucknall, a mile or so from Hardwick. The Latin 

inscription on the headstone records Hobbes’s years of service to the Cavendish family 

though according to a sermon preached by Bishop Kennett at the funeral of William 

Duke of Devonshire in 1708, Hobbes had previously requested that the headstone 

inscription should read: “this is the true philosopher’s stone”. 

HOBBES’S THOUGHT AND LEVIATHAN

Hobbes’s intellectual background was eclectic. It has often been observed that his early 

intellectual development owed much to his “humanist” training—that is, to his education 

in the classical languages of ancient Greek and Latin, and their literature and philosophy 

Apart from the early translation of Euripides which he produced while still a schoolboy 

his first substantial publication was, as we have seen, a translation from the Greek of 

Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War. Similarly much of his own training and 

early pedagogic career—the European tour, the teaching of Latin and learning of Italian, 

instruction in rhetoric—formed a standard part of humanist education at the time. 

Hobbes never entirely outgrew this early humanist training. It is certainly true that  

his intellectual interests diversified as he got older (his late engagement with geometry 

being a case in point), though his interest in contemporary science, particularly 

astronomy seems to date from his time at Oxford. To think of Hobbes’s life as segmented 

into distinct “phases”, in any case, risks misrepresenting it. Hobbes’s humanistic pursuits 

continued throughout his life, including his late translation of Homer into English, as  

well as his own Latin verse compositions. He also published a lengthy Preface to  

Sir William Davenant’s epic poem Gondibert in 1650, and in old age he produced 

English translations of the Homeric epics the Iliad and the Odyssey.6 The diverse range of 
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intellectual interests which Hobbes pursued is as well represented in Leviathan as in  

any of his works. 

It is more useful to think of Hobbes’s intellectual interests as an amalgam of distinct 

but coexisting elements—humanist, scientific, theological, and so on—in creative tension 

with one another, rather than as a succession of distinct phases of his life. Part of his aim 

in Leviathan is to make a case against some of the central tenets of humanist political 

theory Important among these is the idea that individual citizens can only enjoy liberty 

under a republican constitution, where each citizen has the right to engage actively in 

political affairs. 

Hobbes was also immersed in the natural scientific discoveries of his day and indeed 

regarded himself as a man of science. It was a long-standing cause of grievance to him 

that he was not admitted to the Royal Society (Skinner 1969b; Malcolm 2002 ch. 10).  

His travels on the continent brought him into contact with the latest scientific advances in 

fields such as optics, mechanics, chemistry and astronomy while he knew or had met 

many of the most eminent scientists in England, including William Harvey William Petty 

and Robert Hooke, as well as Francis Bacon. Hobbes seems to have regarded his 

scientific writings, which include such voluminous works as the Anti-White of 1643 and 

the De corpore, published in 1655, as at least equal in importance to his political 

writings—certainly to Leviathan. At the very end of the book he returns, with what 

sounds like relief, to “my interrupted speculation of bodies natural” (L p491). 

Two major features of Hobbes’s scientific work, and particularly of his views on 

metaphysics and scientific method, are significant for our understanding of Leviathan.
Hobbes was an out-and-out materialist, system-builder and sceptic.

Materialism

Hobbes believed that physical matter alone was real. Hobbes proclaims towards the end 

of Leviathan: “the world (I mean not the Earth only…but the Universe, that is, the whole 

mass of things that are) is corporeal, that is to say body” (L p463). His position is also 

clearly set out in the objections he made in the early 1640s to the Meditations on First 
Philosophy of the French philosopher and mathematician René Descartes.  

While Descartes argued that humans are essentially mental rather than physical beings, 

Hobbes maintained that in order for mental phenomena—such as thoughts—to exist, 

there must be somebody who experiences them. 

Moreover, Hobbes believed that there was a single type of cause which operated to 

bring about natural phenomena. This cause was matter—material bodies—in motion.  

For example, in De corpore (XXVI 7), Hobbes conjectures that magnetism will prove to 

consist in the movement of matter: “it is not known what magnetic force is, but when it is 

known, it will be found to be the motion of matter”. This makes it sound as though 

Hobbes was a kind of determinist—that is, someone who believes that every event in the 

universe results by causal necessity from a previous state of the universe. He applies this 

principle not only to areas such as ballistics or astronomy but to optics and human 

psychology Indeed, the opening of Leviathan asks “what is the heart but a spring; and the 

nerves, but so many strings; and the joints, but so many wheels, giving motion to the 

whole body…?” (L p9). For Hobbes, if we wish to know the cause of some natural 

phenomenon, we need to know how it has been produced by material motion. 
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System-building

In both his political writings and his other philosophical and scientific pursuits, Hobbes 

aimed to bring order to phenomena via a cohesive intellectual system. His pattern for this 

was the deductive certainty provided by mathematical proofs, and especially geometry. 

His friend John Aubrey told the famous story of how, around 1630, Hobbes 

was in a gentleman’s house in which a copy of Euclid’s Elements lay open 

on a desk. When he read proposition 47, he said, “By G—, this is 

impossible”. So he read the demonstration of it, which referred him back 

to such a proposition; which proposition he read. Et sic deinceps [and so 

on back to the start, i.e. the initial proposition], that at last he was 

demonstratively convinced of that truth. This made him in love with 

geometry. 

(Vol 1 p332) 

Whether or not Aubrey’s tale is true, it illustrates a key aspect of Hobbes’s intellectual 

endeavours. He hoped to extend the demonstrative certainty of geometry to all areas of 

human knowledge. The idea was to start off with axioms, that is, propositions which are 

regarded as true by definition. From the axioms one proceeds via rules of inference,

which enable us to move from known truths to further truths which may be previously 

unknown.

Hobbes sets out this idea of gaining knowledge through a process of deduction in 

Leviathan ch. 5: 

Reason [is] attained by industry, first in apt imposing of names [i.e. by 

appropriate definitions], and secondly by getting a good and orderly 

method [i.e. a rule of inference] in proceeding from the elements, which 

are names, to assertions made by connection of one of them to 

another…till we come to a knowledge of all the consequences of names 

appertaining to the subject in hand; and that is it, [which] men call 

“science”.

(L p35) 

He expresses a similar idea in the earlier Elements of Law, where he says that we should 

proceed “from the imposition of names” to “the truth of their first propositions; and from 

two of the first, a third; and from any two of the three a fourth, and so on, according to 

the steps of science” (Hobbes 1969 p66). 

This is relatively uncontroversial as an account of geometry or mathematical reasoning 

in general. It becomes much more controversial when it is extended, as Hobbes 

attempted, to what we would now call natural science—including not only physics, but 

human physiology and psychology—let alone to what is hopefully known as “political 

science”, the study of political institutions and behaviour. In particular, we need to know 

how the geometric mode of reasoning purely from abstract definitions can deliver truths 

about matters of fact, as natural science aims to do. Deduction requires, as Hobbes 

realised, great care in framing the initial definitions: “in reasoning, a man must take heed 

of words” (L p31). Some words, such as the names of virtues and vices, are particularly 

Hobbes’s life     15



treacherous, because there is no agreement about what they apply to: “one man calls 

‘wisdom’, what another calls ‘fear’” and so on (L p31). But, however important this may 

be, it is unclear how we can proceed purely on the basis of definitions and rules of 

inference to knowledge of empirical fact. 

Hobbes’s claim that his political theory was scientific has also been made by other 

political philosophers, notably Karl Marx, about their own theories. It is a further 

question whether Hobbes intended the whole of knowledge, including politics, to be 

brought within a single intellectual system. Some writers (Sorell 1986; Malcolm 2002 ch. 

5) argue that Hobbes’s political theory can be detached from his wider scientific views 

while other (often less recent) writers disagree (Goldsmith 1966; Watkins 1973); I 

discuss this question further in Chapter Three. 

Hobbes was also a nominalist, that is, someone who denies that there are real 

properties in the world which correspond in a systematic way to our use of general terms 

such as “dog”, “tree”, and so on. Of course we use these words in a mutually intelligible 

way and we probably assume they apply to dogs and trees because of certain properties 

which dogs and trees really possess. But this, according to Hobbes, is an illusion. 

“[T]here [is] nothing in the world universal but names; for the things named are every 

one of them individual and singular” (L p26). 

Scepticism

Philosophical scepticism also exerted some influence on Hobbes’s thought. The ancient 

form of this scepticism, professed by writers such as Carneades, Pyrrho and Sextus 

Empiricus, sought to undermine the claims to knowledge made by the ancient Greek 

philosopher Plato and others. Sceptics held that, since equally strong arguments could be 

made on either side of a question, the only sensible response was to suspend one’s 

judgement. The sceptical position extended to claims about both knowledge of the 

physical world and moral knowledge. Ancient scepticism enjoyed a revival during the 

last few decades of the sixteenth century among humanist writers. 

This sceptical strain of European humanism rejected Aristotle’s common-sense 

understanding of the world based on sensory perception. Ancient sceptics were fond of 

showing that our “knowledge” of quantities such as temperature through direct physical 

experience must be ill-founded: if I submerge one foot in a bucket of crushed ice, and the 

other in a bucket of hot water, then transfer both to a bucket of luke-warm water, it will 

feel hot to one foot and cold to the other; so to think that immediate sensory experience is 

identical with the world itself is to say that the luke-warm water is both hot and cold at 

once, which is absurd. Examples like these were used to cast doubt on the very possibility 

that sensory experience could provide knowledge of the world. 

The revived concern with scepticism of late sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

humanism sought a foundation for knowledge which could avoid the treacherousness of 

sensory experience. During his sojourns in Paris (during 1629–31, 1634, 1637 and  

1640–51, which of course covered the period of Leviathan’s composition), and by 

correspondence when he was in England, Hobbes was in close contact with intellectuals 

strongly influenced by scepticism, including such friends as Pierre Gassendi, and 

particularly Samuel Sorbière.  
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Some commentators have questioned the importance of scepticism for Hobbes’s 

thought (Sorell 1993; Malcolm 1996 p26; Zagorin 2000; Skinner 2002 p88). There is 

certainly little direct discussion in Leviathan, or indeed elsewhere in Hobbes’s writings, 

of scepticism in the radical form associated with Pyrrho. But Leviathan is certainly 

strongly marked by what might be called practical scepticism. This asserts that, whether 

or not we can actually attain knowledge, disagreement in fact rages about questions of 

politics, religion, morality, and so on, and that this state of affairs will go on for as long 

as there is no authority to impose uniformity Practical scepticism makes no controversial 

claims about whether we can know the truth about these questions, or indeed whether 

there is any truth to be known about them. Knowing the truth about morality religion, and 

so on, would not suffice to deal with political conflict. 

LEVIATHAN IN ITS TIME AND IN OURS 

Leviathan is a book both in and out of its time. When Leviathan was first published in 

1651, Hobbes was already sixty-three. He was, by seventeenth-century standards, an old 

man, who might not expect to live much longer—he had suffered a serious illness during 

the late 1640s—though in fact he lived for a further twenty-eight years. Moreover, most 

of his distinctive political ideas had already been developed and published, and helped to 

make Hobbes’s name both in England and on the continent. Why then did he set out to 

restate his views, and at much greater length than before? 

One suggestion can be discounted: the idea that the turmoil of the civil wars explains 

Hobbes’s political theory together with the interpretation of the state of nature in 

Leviathan as a lightly fictionalised version of 1640s England, is still occasionally 

encountered, though seldom in the scholarly literature. The most obvious fact which 

refutes this view is that most of his mature political theory is already presented in The

Elements of Law, which, though not published until 1650, was written a decade earlier, 

and in the Latin De cive, which was published in a limited edition in 1642, the year the 

civil wars began, when Hobbes was a mature man of fifty-four. Although relations 

between King Charles I and Parliament were already under severe strain in 1640–42, 

nobody foresaw in this period the civil tumult which would convulse the country in the 

decade to come. 

Hobbes does say in the Review and Conclusion at the end of Leviathan that the book 

was “occasioned by the disorders of the present time” (L p491). But in fact, given the 

length of Leviathan, and when it was written (i.e. in 1649–50), it is more noticeable how 

few references there are to the civil wars and their consequences. Furthermore, Hobbes in 

this passage characteristically chooses his words carefully: he says that the book was 

occasioned by the disorders of the time, but this does not show that the leading ideas in 

Leviathan were produced by those disorders, in the sense that the ideas would have been 

radically different or not have come into being at all without them. 

A better guess, due to the eminent Hobbes scholar Quentin Skinner, suggests that 

Hobbes was nudged into writing the book, while exiled in France, by the press of events 

at home in England. On 11 October 1649 Parliament called on the adult male population 

to swear its allegiance by an “Oath of Engagement” to the new republican regime 

(Skinner 2002 vol. III p19; ch. 10). Skinner argues that Hobbes wrote Leviathan to 
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convince former supporters of King Charles I (like Hobbes himself) that they could in 

good conscience accept the rule of Parliament and the Council of State (the executive 

body which ruled the country after Charles’s defeat in the civil wars), despite the 

abolition of the monarchy As an incidental benefit, Hobbes could hope to win credit with 

the new regime, by encouraging Charles’s supporters to accept the new order. 

The key passages for this reading appear in the Review and Conclusion at the end of 

Leviathan, where Hobbes says that he wrote the book “with no other design, than to set 

before men’s eyes the mutual relation between protection and obedience” (L p491). And 

Hobbes says that he aims to set out the truth in order to correct “diverse English books 

lately printed”, which misstate “in what point of time it is that a subject becomes obliged 

to the conqueror” (L p484). The answer to this question is that a subject vanquished by a 

stronger opponent becomes obliged not when he is defeated, but when he consents to the 

authority of the vanquisher (cf. L p141). Here Hobbes seems to have in his sights  

so-called “de facto” theorists such as Anthony Ascham or Marchamont Nedham, who 

had argued that the mere fact of conquest confers political authority. 

It is true that later, in his Considerations upon the Reputation, Manners, Loyalty and 
Religion of Thomas Hobbes (Hobbes 1839–45 IV p420), Hobbes denied that Leviathan

had been written to support the republican regime in power in 1651, as Glenn Burgess 

has pointed out (Burgess 1990 p678). In the Considerations, which were published in 

1662, Hobbes certainly seems to be back-tracking from his earlier position. But there is 

an obvious explanation for this: with the Stuart monarchy back on the throne from 1660, 

Hobbes wanted to cover himself against charges of having abetted the revolutionary 

government of the 1650s. 

* * * 

In general, however, attempts to read off Hobbes’s political theory from historical 

conditions can be pressed too far. The Review and Conclusion of Leviathan, and 

Hobbes’s attempts at self-justification in the Considerations, amount to marginal 

tinkering with the theory The local circumstances in which Leviathan were written are of 

great interest, but in no way provide “the” key to interpreting the book. Hobbes produced 

a new version of Leviathan in Latin in the late 1660s, in a radically changed political 

climate. He did not think that these new circumstances demanded any major change to 

the political theory of Leviathan. It is true that the more repressive political atmosphere at 

the time forced him to delete passages which he had felt free to let stand in the English 

edition—the diarist Samuel Pepys noted on 3 September 1668 that the English Leviathan

was “a book the bishops will not let be printed again”, and Hobbes had recently been 

investigated for blasphemy But Hobbes saw no reason to abandon the main arguments, 

despite the fact that the Stuart monarchy had been restored to power in England. Nor did 

he modify the argument significantly to take account of the fact that the Latin translation 

was aimed at a quite different audience of European intellectuals, rather than the English 

political class.  

Sometimes it is said that the meaning of a historical text like Leviathan is fixed by the 

author’s intentions, which can only address the historical circumstances or “context” in 

which the text was written. So, it is said, we can only “recover” the meaning of the text 

by understanding that context. Such an approach is associated particularly with the 

dominant “Cambridge School”. But the resort to historical context fails to fix the 

meaning of the text. One problem is that the context in which a book like Leviathan was 
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written has itself to be interpreted, causing problems of “hermeneutic circularity”. We are 

supposed to fix the meaning of the text by looking at its historical context, but 

interpreting the context will demand, in turn, that we understand the meaning of 

statements made within it, including in texts such as Leviathan.

Furthermore, there is no obvious reason to think that there is any fixed thing which is 

the intention of the author in writing a text. The story is told that during a rehearsal of one 

of his own plays, the British playwright Harold Pinter was asked by an actor what he had 

intended by a certain line. Pinter said: “I have no idea what the author’s intentions were 

at this point.” It is tempting to appeal, in making judgements about whether an 

interpretation is right or not, to claims about what Hobbes would or would not have said 

about it. The question to ask in response to such claims is, “Would have if what?”; there 

is no definitive way to fill out the “if what”. Everything depends on what contrary-to-fact 

suppositions are made, and even then there may be no obvious answer to the question. 

This is not to argue that we can say whatever we like, and claim for example that 

Leviathan is really about space travel, or how to make a chocolate pudding. It is not even 

to dispute the claim that we can appeal, in reading Leviathan, to claims about Hobbes’s 

intentions. But, when we ask of some specific passage what his intentions were, there 

may either be no relevant intention, or an indefinite number of possibilities, none of 

which is demonstrably better than all the others. We can only try to make the best sense 

of the book we can, and this is a constructive process, not one which is simply given to us 

by historical facts. 

In any case, to read Leviathan as if it were written entirely with a view to local 

historical conditions itself risks misunderstanding Hobbes’s own intentions in writing it, 

at least if we go on an obvious reading of what he says about them. At the end of Part II, 

he despairs that, “this [i.e. Leviathan’s] doctrine” is so different “from the practice of the 

greatest part of the world” that “it is impossible for the disorders of state and…civil war, 

ever to be taken away”; but he consoles himself that “at one time or other” it will fall into 

the hands of a sovereign who will “convert this truth of speculation” into practice  

(L p254). In other words, Hobbes aspired to produce a theory whose validity did not 

depend on current conditions. His ambitions were grander than that. 

To focus exclusively on context also narrows unduly our approach to Leviathan today 

It is not just that the book loses much of its interest if it is viewed simply as a tract for its 

own time. Indeed, the Review and Conclusion which Hobbes appended to Leviathan
aimed to explain how the general and abstract theory presented in the main text should 

apply in those conditions (Burgess 1990 p676). The Review and Conclusion was duly 

dropped in the Latin edition of the late 1660s, when political conditions had changed 

radically 

In contrast with the Cambridge School, the approach I favour could be described as 

rational reconstruction. Rational reconstructors sit down, open the book, and make the 

best sense of it they can, where “best” means “most coherent” or just “most interesting”. 

Rational reconstructors are happy to state, for example, that “the best statement of 

Hobbes’s theory is one he never explicitly gave” (Skinner 2002 vol. III p190). We bring 

to bear modern political concerns, both theoretical and practical, other information which 

may be of interest, such as what Hobbes seems to be saying in his other writings, and 

such competence as we can muster in the English language. We then use these materials 
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to paint a picture of what may be going on, while remaining aware that the text does not 

always speak with one voice. 

Since those who practise this approach are often interested in modern political theory, 

they are inclined to ask what significance historical texts such as Leviathan have for 

today’s debates. This obviously influences the interpretation which I offer in this book. 

Whether this reflects the “real” intentions of the historical figure Hobbes is not an 

obviously answerable question. I shall, however continue to refer unselfconsciously to 

“Hobbes” in what follows.  

A political theory of the kind set out in Leviathan abstracts from local conditions by 

appealing to general norms which guide action, derived, for example, from human nature. 

It is then a necessarily ambiguous matter how exactly theory bears upon political 

practice. A question which Leviathan poses in an unusually sharp form, as we shall see, is 

how, and how far, political theory can guide political practice at all. 

FURTHER READING 

Sources by Hobbes

Hobbes wrote an autobiography in Latin verse towards the end of his life, reprinted in the 

edition of Hobbes’s Latin works by William Molesworth (Hobbes 1841, Vol. I lxxxv–

xcix, which is however not the definitive version: this is Hobbes’s Thomae Hobbesii 

malmesburiensis vita (London 1679)). An English version of the verse autobiography 

which appeared in 1680 and may be Hobbes’s own translation, is in Edwin Curley’s 

edition of Leviathan (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett 1994), liv–lxiv. There is also a partial 

translation of Hobbes’s Latin prose autobiography in the same edition at lxiv–lxv. 

Important biographical materials can also be found in Noel Malcolm’s two-volume 

edition of The Correspondence of Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Oxford University Press 

1994).

Other contemporary sources

The sources for Hobbes’s life are numerous. Contemporary sources include the 

invaluable biography by his friend and younger contemporary John Aubrey in Brief
Lives, chiefly of contemporaries, set down by John Aubrey, between the Years 1669 and 

1696, ed. A. Clark (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1898), on which this chapter has drawn. It 

remains the best single original source for details of Hobbes’s life. This is available in 

hard copy in many modern editions, and also on various online sites, for example at 

socserv.mcmaster.ca/ ~econ/ugcm/3ll3/hobbes/life. The edition of Leviathan edited by 

Edwin Curley contains extracts from Aubrey’s biography.  

Some details about Hobbes’s final years, and in particular his involvement in the 

dispute between Anthony Wood and John Fell, can be found in Allan Pritchard, “The 

Last Days of Hobbes: Evidence of the Wood Manuscripts”, Bodleian Library Record 10 

(1980), pp178–87. Further interesting biographical material, from which I have quoted in 

the text of this chapter, is contained in White Kennett’s Memoirs of the Family of 
Cavendish (London: H.Hills 1708). 
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Modern biographies of Hobbes

FULL-LENGTH

For a long time the standard full-length biography of Hobbes was George Croom 

Robertson’s Hobbes (London: William Blackwood & Sons 1886). The most recent life of 

Hobbes is A.P.Martinich, Thomas Hobbes: a Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press 1999). This includes some updated material (e.g. on the chronology of 

Hobbes’s first tour of Europe), but is prone to digression, and contains some mistakes. It 

is also written with Martinich’s own theistic interpretation of Hobbes’s political writings 

firmly in view. See also Miriam Reik, The Golden Lands of Thomas Hobbes (Detroit, MI: 

Wayne State University Press 1977), chs 3 to 5, for further details on Hobbes’s humanist 

intellectual background and his encounter with geometry. Arnold Rogow’s biography 

Thomas Hobbes: Radical in the Service of Reaction (New York: Norton 1986) is also full 

of detail but not always reliable. There is also a good deal of biographical material in 

Jeffrey Collins, The Allegiance of Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Oxford University Press 

2005). Collins argues, on fairly sparse evidence, that Hobbes’s enduring allegiance was 

to the Independent faction which eventually gained the upper hand in the Parliamentary 

side after the defeat of Charles I. 

SHORTER

The best available short biography of Hobbes by a modern writer is ch. 1 of Malcolm’s 

Aspects of Hobbes (Oxford: Clarendon Press 2002). Quentin Skinner also provides a 

short life of Hobbes which lays particular stress on Hobbes’s rejection of humanist 

approaches to politics, in Skinner, Visions of Politics III: Hobbes and Civil Science
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2002), ch. 1. Otherwise see Malcolm’s “A 

summary biography of Hobbes”, in Tom Sorell (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to 

Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1996), or A.P.Martinich, Hobbes
(London: Routledge 2005), ch. 1, which presents a similar view of Hobbes to that 

contained in Martinich’s full-length biography 

Intellectual biographies of Hobbes

Quentin Skinner gives an outline intellectual biography of Hobbes in his Visions  

of Politics III: Hobbes and Civil Science, ch. 1. See also Richard Tuck, Hobbes (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press 1989), and the same author’s “Hobbes and Descartes”  

in G.A.J.Rogers & Alan Ryan (eds), Perspectives on Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press 1988). See also ch. 7 on Hobbes in Tuck’s Philosophy and Government 
1572–1651 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1993). It should be borne in mind 

when reading these texts, especially Philosophy and Government, that Tuck is concerned 

to advance his sceptical interpretation of Hobbes. See also Reik, The Golden Lands  
of Thomas Hobbes. Interesting information on Hobbes’s involvement in the Cavendish 

family’s affairs can be found in Noel Malcolm, “Hobbes, Sandys, and the Virginia 

Company”, The Historical Journal 24 (1981), pp297–321. This and several other highly 
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informative essays on Hobbes’s intellectual milieu can be found in Malcolm’s Aspects

of Hobbes.

Contemporary reaction to Leviathan 

Particularly valuable for source materials on the seventeenth-century reception of 

Leviathan is the selection reprinted in G.A.J. Rogers (ed.), Leviathan: Contemporary 
Responses to the Political Theory of Thomas Hobbes (Bristol: Thoemmes Press 1995). 

Also useful are the extracts reprinted as appendices to A.P.Martinich’s edition of 

Leviathan (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview 2002). Samuel Mintz’s The Hunting of 
Leviathan: seventeenth-century reactions to the materialism and moral philosophy of 

Thomas Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1962) is quite old but still 

contains useful source material not readily available elsewhere. Quentin Skinner, “The 

Ideological Context of Hobbes’s Political Thought”, The Historical Journal 9 (1966), 

pp286–317, reprinted in Skinner, Visions of Politics III, ch. 9, surveys the contemporary 

reception of Leviathan and Hobbes’s other political works, casting doubt on the view that 

his political theory is based on moral obligations created by God. Further discussion can 

be found in Mark Goldie, “The Reception of Hobbes”, in J.H.Burns & Mark Goldie 

(eds.), The Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450–1700 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press 1991).  
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2

LEVIATHAN

THE BOOK 

INTRODUCTION: THE TITLE OF LEVIATHAN

Hobbes took the name “Leviathan” from the Bible. It occurs in a number of places in the 

Old Testament, particularly in the books of Isaiah and Job. “Leviathan” denotes a mighty 

and terrifying beast, usually thought of as a monstrous sea-dweller, such as a sea-dragon 

or serpent (though sometimes it seems merely to refer to crocodiles). In fact, “Leviathan” 

is one of three monster-names used in Job. Hobbes borrowed one of the others—

“Behemoth”—for the title of another of his books, on the causes and political issues 

underlying the civil wars of the 1640s. Leviathan’s main appearance is in Job 41, from 

which Hobbes incorporated a verse into the title-page of Leviathan: “upon earth there is 

not his like, who is made without fear”. 

Canst thou draw out leviathan with an hook? or his tongue with a cord 

which thou lettest down?… 

Will he make a covenant with thee? wilt thou take him for a servant for 

ever?…Behold, the hope of him is in vain: shall not one be cast down 

even at the sight of him? None is so fierce that dare stir him up: who then 

is able to stand before me?…  

He esteemeth iron as straw, and brass as rotten wood. The arrow 

cannot make him flee: slingstones are turned with him into stubble. Darts 

are counted as stubble: he laugheth at the shaking of a spear… 

Upon earth there is not his like, who is made without fear. 

He beholdeth all high things: he is a king over all the children of pride. 

(Job 41 i–xxxiv) 

The sense conveyed by this passage is one of sheer power. God’s argument to Job is 

based not on His justice or righteousness, but on the brute fact that He is powerful 

enough to crush Job if he wishes. The overpowering of justice by brute force is central to 

Leviathan.

The biblical origins of the name “Leviathan” evoke ironies which were not lost on 

Hobbes’s contemporary readers. While the Leviathan in the Bible threatens chaos, 

Hobbes’s Leviathan is intended to bring order. Whereas the biblical story tells of the 

vanquishing by God of Leviathan, Hobbes sets up Leviathan as a “mortal God” to quash 

human rebelliousness. Perhaps he acknowledges here that the very creation of a civil 

authority whose claims to subjects’ allegiance might conflict with those of God (or at 

least the claims made on His behalf by clerics) is an act of rebellion. In these respects, the 



name already carries with it a tension which pervades the book: between rebelliousness 

and order, between the need to curb the “children of pride”, and the hubris of setting up a 

“mortal God” (L p120). 

The sub-title of Leviathan is The Matter, Form, and Power of a Commonwealth 

Ecclesiastical and Civil. Only Part 2, “Of Commonwealth” (by far the most intensively 

studied and commented upon of Leviathan’s four parts), deals directly with political 

questions, while over half of the whole work is devoted to questions of Biblical 

interpretation and the church’s relation to the state. The sub-title’s ordering of 

“Ecclesiastical and Civil” suggests that the issue of church government is meant to be at 

least as important in the book as that of civil government. But this is not, of course, to say 

that the ecclesiastical discussion is as important or as interesting for us now. 

Nonetheless, the very fact that Hobbes talks of a single “commonwealth, ecclesiastical 

and civil” is fundamental to the book. The phrase announces Hobbes’s pivotal 

contention: secular and religious matters must fall under the jurisdiction of one authority. 

THE TEXTS OF LEVIATHAN

There is no single definitive text of Leviathan. The first edition appeared in English in 

1651. When taken together, the various early editions of the book are more like a word-

processed document which exists in a number of different versions, corresponding to 

different edits. The historical circumstances of Leviathan’s composition and publication 

are the main reason why this is so. A further complication is the fact that Hobbes 

produced a Latin version of Leviathan, which was first published in Amsterdam in 1668. 

In addition, there survives a handwritten presentation copy which Hobbes commissioned 

as a gift to the exiled Prince Charles, the later King Charles II. I shall deal with the 

English, Latin and handwritten editions in turn. 

The English text

The true first edition of the English Leviathan is the so-called “Head” edition (the name 

of this and the other early editions is taken from the printer’s devices which appear on the 

title-page), published in April or May 1651, which appeared with the legend “London, 

Printed for Andrew Crooke, at the Green Dragon in St. Pauls Churchyard, 1651”.1

Although three editions bear the date 1651, it seems that only one edition was actually 

published in that year. There was an attempt to print an edition of Leviathan in London in 

1670: in that year some unbound sheets of “a book printing entitled ‘Hobbs’ Leviathan’” 

were seized by the authorities (Macdonald & Hargreaves 1952 p29). Noel Malcolm 

(Malcolm 2002 ch. 11) argues that a substantial proportion of the sheets from this 

printing were in fact retained or recovered by the printer, and these sheets were included 

in what became the so-called “Bear” edition, ostensibly dated 1651, whose completion 

sheets were printed in the Netherlands. However, the editors of the most exhaustive 

critical edition of Leviathan yet published (Hobbes 2003) argue that these sheets may 

have found their way into the so-called “Ornaments” (i.e. the third) edition of Leviathan,
which is dated 1651 but, it is generally agreed, was published some time after that date. 
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Given the complex publishing history of Leviathan it would be naïve to claim that 

there is or could be anything amounting to a definitive version of the text. How much 

does this matter? In some respects, not much. Most of the variations between and within 

editions of Leviathan, meticulously catalogued in the Rogers & Schuhmann edition of 

2003, are of a quite trivial kind. Only rarely does a variant reading alter the sense of the 

sentence in which it occurs, and then seldom in a substantial way In some cases readings 

derived from the handwritten presentation copy differ materially from those in the 

contemporary printed editions, though not always for the better. In a couple of places the 

differences seem to be explicable by the fact that the handwritten copy was prepared for 

Prince Charles and includes some derogatory references to Charles’ political opponents, 

which are eliminated from the published versions of the text. 

The overall conclusion, then, is that most of the variations are not significant. 

However, there is one significant exception for us: the Latin translation of Leviathan.

The Latin text

No full-text modern edition (or English translation) yet exists of the Latin text. However, 

the Latin text was very important in the contemporary reception of Hobbes’s political 

thought. Latin was the common language of European intellectual life. Many continental 

scholars, such as the philosophers Spinoza and Leibniz, made their acquaintance with 

Leviathan via the Latin rather than the English text. Later on, translators into European 

languages such as German used the Latin rather than the English text of Leviathan.

Nowadays proportionately fewer educated people read Latin than when Hobbes was 

alive. But it would be mistaken to adopt the dismissive stance of one recent editor of 

Leviathan, that “[t]he Latin version is a relatively obscure work for scholars” (Hobbes 

1996 xlix). The main reason for paying some attention to it, apart from its reception in 

Europe, is twofold. First, the Latin version is not a straightforward translation of the 

English text. So we can compare possible changes in Hobbes’s thinking in between the 

composition of the two versions, or passages which were transformed under the pressure 

of political circumstances. Second, and more important, the Latin version can also shed 

light on obscure or contentious passages in the English Leviathan.

The major textual differences between the two versions of the book are that at the end 

of the English edition there is a Review and Conclusion lacking in the Latin, while the 

Latin edition has a three-part Appendix absent from the English text. In addition, some of 

the Latin chapters are severely abridged versions of the English version, and in particular 

Hobbes toned down some of his discussions of religious politics and theology which are 

often polemical or even scurrilous in English. Leviathan Part 4, “Of the Kingdom of 

Darkness” is a drastically pruned remnant of the English text. The most obvious 

explanation for this is that the political and religious climate was much more permissive 

during the period 1649–50, when the English Leviathan was written, than when Hobbes 

came to translate the work into Latin in the mid-1660s. 

In his introduction to the French edition of Leviathan, the late François Tricaud argued 

that the Latin text in fact served as a first draft for the English Leviathan, a claim 

endorsed by Edwin Curley (Hobbes 1994b, lxxiii). However, there is no manuscript 

record of a full or near-full Latin text dating from before the 1660s. More decisively 

however, the Tricaud hypothesis is circumstantially implausible. As Tricaud himself 
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noted, Hobbes engaged in correspondence with Henry Stubbe, a young Oxford academic, 

who began (but never finished) translating the English text into Latin several years after 

the English Leviathan appeared. Hobbes corrected early drafts of Stubbe’s translation. It 

is hard to see why Hobbes would have gone through the effort of correcting Stubbe’s 

drafts if he had already a complete Latin version to hand. The conclusion must be that 

there was still no Latin translation in existence some years after the appearance of the 

English Leviathan.2

The scribal copy

The other original source text for Leviathan is a scribal copy of the work which Hobbes 

caused to be made for presentation to the future King Charles II. This copy has survived, 

and is now in the British Library. The manuscript is written in a minute hand on vellum 

(sheepskin parchment). There are some crossings-out, which may sometimes be scribal 

mistakes, though on at least one page Hobbes seems to have had second thoughts, where 

some one hundred words have been entered and subsequently struck through, rendering 

them illegible. Rogers and Schuhmann’s 2003 edition of Leviathan provides a full 

account of variations between the scribal copy and the large-paper edition of the book. 

THE TITLE-PAGE3 OF LEVIATHAN

The first edition of Leviathan, as well as subsequent editions pro-duced in the 

seventeenth century, contain the famous engraved title-page which has also been 

reproduced on or inside many of the book’s modern editions. While it may seem that the 

details of the title-page are minor or peripheral, it can be argued that the illus-tration is 

integral to the whole work and was fully intended to be seen as such. The most arresting 

feature of the title-page—the visual incorporation of the subjects into the body of the 

sovereign—is a literal image of Leviathan’s theory of the commonwealth as an artificial 

man (Prokhovnik 1991 p146). This image is central to the argument of the book. 

The engraver’s identity is not known. Keith Brown (Brown 1978) conjectures the title-

page to be the work of the Bohemian artist Wenceslaus Hollar, who is also thought to be 

responsible for the ink drawing which appears on the scribal copy and which was an 

initial sketch for the engraving (Tricaud 1979 p297).4 The imagery of the title-page itself 

is richly suggestive. It has been sug-gested that the figure of Leviathan resembles Oliver 

Cromwell, or the future Charles II, or possibly even an amalgam of the two of them. 

Commentators have proposed that the figure is meant to be William Cavendish, who 

became third Earl of Devonshire in 1628 (Rogow 1986 p115), or even Jesus Christ 

(Martinich 1992 p363). Martinich claims that the crozier or bishop’s crook held by 

Leviathan in his left hand “is strong evidence that a major feature of Leviathan is the 

significance of religion as practised by the Church of England” (Martinich 1992 p364). 

A more plausible view, however, would be that it reaffirms a central claim of Part 3 of 

Leviathan, that the Church should be completely subordinated to the political authority. 

The crozier is probably simply a generic symbol of ecclesiastical authority rather than a 

specifically episcopal symbol: bishops no longer existed in the England of 1651. Similar 

remarks apply to the bishop’s mitre depicted in one of the lower right-hand panels, and to 
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the sector containing an illustration of a thunderbolt, the traditional visual symbol of 

excommunication (i.e. expulsion from the Christian church). 

The lower panels carefully incorporate elements of both spiritual and secular power in 

rhetorical opposition (Condren 1990 p717). Included here are depictions of battle, of 

cannons, a fortress, muskets and drums; these are balanced by panels showing a church, 

thunderbolts, bishop’s mitre, and a scene of disputation—perhaps a civil tribunal, church 

court, or some other forensic business. Again, however, this need not be taken to mean, 

as has been suggested (Martinich 1992 p366), that “secular power cannot be divorced 

from spiritual power”. It may show that the pretensions of the church to political power 

should be rebuffed. 

The central image of a political authority composed of a multitude of people was not a 

novel one. Above the engraving is the quotation from the Book of Job in the Latin Bible, 

chapter 41 verse xxxiii: “Non est potestas super terram quae comparetur ei”, or in the 

King James Version cited here, it is said of the “Leviathan”, who rules as “king over all 

the children of pride” (L p221), that “[u]pon earth there is not his like”. The figure 

dominates a partrural, part-urban landscape in the upper half of the engraving; a notable 

feature of the townscape shown in the foreground of this part of the engraving is the 

dominating presence of a cathedral or large church. This need not mean that Hobbes saw 

the church’s role in civic life as being dominant. Rather it symbolises, if anything, the 

importance of a single public religion, for which Hobbes argues at length in Leviathan

(e.g. L p253).

The British Library scribal copy also contains a version of the title-page, which is 

however not the original edition’s engraving but a graphically similar ink drawing. This 

is reproduced in the Cambridge edition edited by Richard Tuck (1991) on p2; it can 

usefully be compared with the famous printed version of the titlepage, which is 

reproduced a few pages earlier in Tuck’s edition, at xciii. The major variation on the 

engraved version of the title-page is that the people who go to make up the body of 

Leviathan are now depicted not with their backs to the reader, but as faces gazing out at 

us from the page. 

Noel Malcolm (Malcolm 2002 ch. 8, esp. pp222–28) argues that the ink drawing is 

intended as an anamorphic picture, in which the apparent image can be transformed by 

viewing it from a certain angle,5 or with an optical device such as a mirror or lens. One 

such device was a tube with a multi-faceted lens at one end: the effect of this was to 

resolve discrete lines into a unified image. Malcolm conjectures that such a tube was 

intended to be used with the ink drawing, its effect being to fuse all the faces which make 

up Leviathan’s body into a single visage, providing a graphic illustration of a key feature 

of Hobbes’s theory—the binding together of each citizen through being represented by 

the sovereign, as Hobbes describes in Leviathan chs 16 to 18 (see below, Chapter 

Seven).6

While the layout of the scribal copy title-page remains the same as the engraving for 

the printed edition, this variation suggests that the engraver was advised to make the 

faces look up at Leviathan—a graphic representation of their “obedience” to the 

sovereign, who in turn wields the sword of “protection”. The sovereign holds a bishop’s 

crozier in his left hand, but in such a way as to make it look like another offensive 

weapon. As Maurice Goldsmith argues (1981), the depiction of the Leviathan’s subjects 

in the printed title-page is not a rogue departure from the original ink drawing, but was 
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probably made at Hobbes’s own instigation. The graphic layout of the title-page would 

require a familiarity with the text of Leviathan which few people if anybody apart from 

Hobbes would have had at the time; it is also hard to believe that such a radical change to 

the design would have been made without Hobbes’s express authorisation.  

MODERN EDITIONS OF LEVIATHAN

I have included a discussion of modern editions of Leviathan in the Further reading

section at the end of this chapter. In this book I cited Richard Tuck’s Cambridge 

University Press edition because of its ready availability and cheapness; it is also a 

genuine edition, in comparison with some others currently available. But it suffers from 

certain scholarly defects. 

Getting to grips with the text

Leviathan is divided into four parts, comprising forty-seven chapters. Hobbes describes 

the contents of each of the four parts briefly in the Introduction to Leviathan. He says that 

the work will be concerned with the making of a “Leviathan”, or “artificial man”—the 

person of the political community or commonwealth—and continues: 

To describe the nature of this artificial man, I will consider 

• First, the matter thereof, and the artificer, both of which is man. 

• Secondly, how and by what covenants it is made; what are the rights and 

just power of a sovereign; and what it is that preserves and dissolves it. 

• Thirdly, what is a Christian Commonwealth. 

• Lastly, what is the Kingdom of Darkness. 

(L p10) 

This pared-down synopsis of Leviathan does indeed give the title and main subject-matter 

of each of the four parts, though it hardly makes clear Hobbes’s strategy in writing it. 

Modern readers opening the book and expecting a work of political theory or philosophy 

may be surprised to find that much of Part 1 is devoted to human physiology and 

psychology the nature and interrelationship of the sciences, the definitions of words, and 

the nature of religion. Meanwhile, the longest book by some way is Part 3, “Of a 

Christian Commonwealth”. A considerable amount of space, at least in the English 

version, is devoted to Part 4, “The Kingdom of Darkness”, which ridicules the claims of 

the Church, especially the Roman Catholic Church, to exercise political power.  

I shall focus on the part of the book which has received the overwhelming bulk of 

critical attention, at least in modern times, namely chs 13 to 31 (along with the Review
and Conclusion at the end). Thus this GuideBook is far from being a blow-by-blow 

commentary on Leviathan, and does not give equal weight to each part of the book. 

These nineteen chapters form the core of Leviathan’s political theory and I concentrate 

on them because it is as political theory that the book is most often read and studied.  

My exposition of this theory will roughly follow Hobbes’s ordering of the theory in 

Leviathan. But just as a map may exaggerate certain features of the terrain for a certain 
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purpose, and relegate others to the background, I shall devote more attention to some 

chapters of Leviathan at others’ expense. For example, I deal with chs 1–12 of Leviathan
in a single chapter (Chapter Three), while Leviathan ch. 13 gets a whole chapter of this 

book to itself (Chapter Four). 

Hobbes’s short summary does convey a central idea in Leviathan: how to make an 

artificial man who will bear the person of the commonwealth, or in other words act as the 

political representative of the people as a whole. The individual subjects incorporate 

themselves into the political body as a way of creating a unitary political authority with 

the power to compel obedience. At the same time, Hobbes aimed to be a systematic 

thinker, and claimed to have created a “civil science”. I examine this claim in the next 

chapter.

Unfortunately in the early pages of Leviathan, Hobbes does not help his readers much. 

He gives few signals about his intentions in the book as a whole. Instead, after the 

Introduction, Hobbes simply launches into the early chapters of Part 1 “Of Man” with a 

series of discussions of topics concerning human perception, imagination, language-use, 

reasoning, knowledge, motivational states, and so on—in other words, topics in what we 

would now call human psychology or physiology.

It is important not to be thrown by this. Of course there is absolutely nothing wrong 

with reading these chapters as making independently interesting claims about human 

knowledge and motivation. But if the reader’s main reason for studying Leviathan is to 

find out about Hobbes’s political theory it is not necessary to wrestle with the arguments 

of these opening chapters in any great detail. What certainly is important are the claims 

about human motivations in the state of nature, which Hobbes makes in ch. 13, and we 

will consider these in Chapter Four of this book. But there Hobbes is making specific 

claims about how people are motivated to act in certain conditions, rather than general 

contentions about the nature of motivation itself, as in some of the earlier chapters of 

Leviathan.

Why then, does Hobbes start the book in this way? For the time being it is useful to 

bear in mind the following. First, as we saw in Chapter One, Hobbes was a system-

builder and all-round intellectual. He did not think of himself as being a political theorist 

rather than a mathematician or a general philosopher. Moreover, he saw the political 

theory of Leviathan as being continuous with his other philosophical and intellectual 

concerns.

Second, as a materialist, Hobbes is at pains to show how human behaviour in general, 

and specifically in the state of nature, can arise intelligibly from an understanding of how 

material bodies act. Whatever else they may be, human beings belong to the class of 

material bodies. So, from Hobbes’s viewpoint, human beings should be subject to the 

same laws to which material bodies are subject. This includes laws of thinking: since 

thinking is a natural phenomenon, it must be explicable by the same material processes as 

other natural phenomena. 

Third, Hobbes takes a close interest in the use and misuse of language. In part, no 

doubt, his aims here are simply explanatory 9, to explain the psychological mechanisms 

which lead human beings to use language as they do. But at the same time his aims are 

also diagnostic. He wants to trace the wrong thinking back to its source, in the words 

through which it is expressed. The point of this is not so much to correct error for its own 

sake. It is rather that mistaken beliefs—and mistakes about belief itself—form one of the 
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prime causes of the “disorders of the present time” (L p491), to which the political theory 

of Leviathan offers itself as a remedy 

FURTHER READING 

Modern editions in English

TUCK

The most useful edition for the student or other beginning reader of Leviathan is Richard 

Tuck’s (1991) edition in the Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought series. 

Valuable features of Tuck’s edition include a useful analytical and separate name index, 

and a concordance of the pagination with that of other widely used modern editions, such 

as those of Oakeshott and Macpherson. However, it should be noted that this edition, 

though valuable in highlighting the previously neglected handwritten copy of Leviathan
and Hobbes’s corrections to it, suffers from a number of scholarly flaws. For example, 

Tuck introduces into the text certain errors not in his source text (a so-called “large 

paper” copy of the Head edition in Cambridge University Library printed in large format 

as a deluxe edition). More generally the premise on which Tuck’s edition is based, 

namely that the large-format edition of Leviathan contains the most accurate guide to 

Hobbes’s final intentions regarding the text, has been questioned (Hobbes 2003 pp111ff). 

ROGERS & SCHUHMANN 

G.A.J.Rogers & Karl Schuhmann (eds), Thomas Hobbes Leviathan (London: Continuum 

2003; 2 vols) offers a full introduction to the publishing history of Leviathan. For a two-

volume work it is also reasonably priced, though the Introduction is aimed mainly at 

specialist readers and offers little guidance as to the content of Hobbes’s political theory 

A variorum edition of Leviathan prepared by Noel Malcolm is also in progress as part of 

the Oxford Clarendon edition of Hobbes’s works. A briefer account of the early 

publishing history to which the present chapter is indebted, is contained in the “Note on 

the text” in the Tuck edition. 

CURLEY

Edwin Curley’s edition of Leviathan, published by Hackett, readily available in 

paperback (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett 1994), is a useful alternative edition to Tuck’s.  

As well as the full English text, Curley incorporates some other material, such as excerpts 

from John Aubrey’s biography of Hobbes and Hobbes’s Prose and Verse 

Autobiographies, a glossary and most valuably an extended account of variations 

between the English and Latin editions. Curley also includes a full translation of the three 

Appendices to the Latin text, which have no counterpart in Hobbes’s original  

English Leviathan. George Wright has also published a full translation of the Latin 

appendices: see his “Thomas Hobbes: 1668 Appendix to Leviathan”, in Interpretation 18 

(1991), pp323–413. 
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MARTINICH 

In his edition of Leviathan published by Broadview, A.P.Martinich also includes as 

appendices some useful extracts from contemporary responses to Leviathan by writers 

such as George Lawson, John Bramhall and Edward Hyde (Peterborough, Ontario: 

Broadview 2002). 

OTHER

Other modern editions currently available include those edited by C.B. MacPherson 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin 1968); and by J.G.A. Gaskin (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press 1996). Michael Oakeshott, a distinguished political theorist in his own right, 

published an edition of Leviathan in 1946 which is still quite widely used. Abridged 

versions, for example those published in the Norton Critical Editions series and the  

one-volume version of Martinich’s Broadview edition, are best avoided. 

ONLINE

Full text versions of Leviathan are now also widely available on the internet, for example 

on the Project Gutenberg website (http://www.gutenberg.org/), and on many libraries’ 

local networks. These are useful when carrying out text searches, but in general a 

hardcopy edition such as Tuck’s is to be preferred. 

The Latin text

Early copies of the Latin edition published at Amsterdam in 1670 (the first edition 

published in 1668 is rarer) are deposited in certain United Kingdom libraries (e.g. the 

British Library in St Pancras, London; the Bodleian; the University Library at 

Cambridge), but the volume in Molesworth’s nineteenth-century edition of Hobbes’s 

Latin works is more readily available. Unfortunately this contains some editorial errors 

and no scholastic apparatus. As noted above, Curley’s English addition usefully contains 

(with translations) variant passages from the Latin text. 

Scholarly publications about the text of Leviathan 

VARIANT EDITIONS 

By far the best source on the publishing history of Leviathan, which compares in 

scrupulous detail the variants between the different “1651” editions of Leviathan as well 

as the handwritten and Latin versions, is the editors’ Introduction to Rogers & 

Schuhmann (eds), Thomas Hobbes Leviathan. The Introduction comprises the whole of 

Vol. I, while Vol. II is their edition of the text itself. Anyone seriously interested in the 

history of Leviathan the book will have to consult this work, which is a scholastic 

landmark in its own right. 

A single-volume facsimile copy of the full text of a 1651 Head edition was published 

by the Scolar Press in 1969. William Molesworth also published the English Leviathan
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as Volume III of his The English Works of Hobbes, which appeared between 1839  

and 1845. 

WAS THERE A LATIN FIRST DRAFT OF LEVIATHAN?

Hobbes’s modern-day French translator, François Tricaud, gives indications of the 

differences between the English and Latin texts in his French-language edition of 

Leviathan (Tricaud’s introduction to his French edition of Leviathan (Paris: Sirey 1971)). 

For the earliest claim that the Latin predated the English text, see Zbigniew Lubiénski, 

Die Grundlagen des ethisch-politischen Systems von Hobbes (Munich: Ernst Reinhardt 

1932), pp254–70. An early systematic comparison of the two texts is also contained in 

ch. 7 of Julius Lips, Die Stellung des Thomas Hobbes zu den politischen Parteien der 

großen englischen Revolution (Leipzig 1927; repr. Heinrich Scheffler Verlag, Frankfurt 

a.M. 1970), pp75–82. 

Tricaud provides a bibliographical essay in his “Quelques elements sur la question de 

l’accès aux textes dans les études hobbesiennes”, Revue internationale de philosophie

129 (1979), pp393–414. Interesting comparative material is also contained in Karl 

Schuhmann’s “Leviathan and De cive”, ’in Tom Sorell and Luc Foisneau (eds.), 

Leviathan After 350 Years (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2004). Schuhmann argues 

that many passages in Leviathan are taken directly from the Latin version of De cive, so 

to this extent there was a Latin original for the English Leviathan. See also the Rogers & 

Schuhmann edition of Leviathan, vol. I pp236–40.  

The correspondence between Hobbes and Henry Stubbe relating to the latter’s plans 

for a Latin translation of the English text is published in Noel Malcolm’s edition of The
Correspondence of Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1994), Vol. I: see 

especially Letters 80, 87, 91, 98, 113, 119, 123. For further details of Leviathan’s early 

publishing history, see also H.Macdonald & M.Hargreaves, Thomas Hobbes: a 
Bibliography (London: Bibliographical Society 1952). 

The title-page

For an interesting discussion of the title-page, see K.C. Brown, “The Artist of  

the Leviathan Title-page”, British Library Journal 4 (1978), pp24–36, and Noel Macolm, 

“The Title-Page of Leviathan, Seen in a Curious Perspective”, Aspects of Hobbes 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press 2002). Maurice Goldsmith, “Picturing Hobbes’s Politics”, 

Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 44 (1981), pp232–37, provides some 

interesting comparative material on the title-pages to De cive and other works, as does 

Raia Prokhovnik, Rhetoric and Philosophy in Hobbes’s Leviathan (New York: Garland 

1991), pp130–48. See also Arnold Rogow’s biography Thomas Hobbes: Radical in  

the Service of Reaction (New York: Norton 1986), pp156–60, and Conal Condren,  

“On the Rhetorical Foundations of Leviathan”, History of Political Thought 9 (1990), 

especially pp717–18. Further details including information on the identity of the  

title-page engraver may be found in M.Corbett & R.Lightbown, The Comely 
Frontespiece (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul 1979). See also Martinich 1992, 

Appendix C for an interpretation of the title-page.  
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3

HUMAN KNOWLEDGE, REASON

AND IGNORANCE

INTRODUCTION

Leviathan was written at great speed. Hobbes churned out its 250,000-odd words in under 

a year. As a result, he sometimes expresses himself less scrupulously and in less 

rigorously argued ways, than is the norm not just in modern analytical philosophy but in 

many of Hobbes’s other works. This is particularly true of the early chapters of 

Leviathan, as Hobbes never says very clearly how they are meant to fit together into a 

unified argument. 

I shall suggest that, although his detailed philosophical claims are controversial, 

Hobbes’s aims in chs 1 to 9, taken as a whole, are fairly plain. But he also lays a number 

of false trails, which can lead the unwary reader astray The aim in this chapter is both to 

lay bare these false trails, and to show how the early chapters of Leviathan contribute to 

the argument of the book as a whole. 

Leviathan: a false start?

One of the false trails which Hobbes lays is the diagram of the relation between the 

branches of human knowledge in ch. 9. This picks up a theme from Hobbes’s other 

writings. For example, in De corpore, which he wrote shortly before Leviathan, Hobbes 

set out systematically his views about human knowledge, the nature of reasoning and—

an important theme given his wider aims—the roots of ignorance and misunderstanding. 

The ch. 9 diagram, and other passages in Part 1, have led some commentators to think 

that Leviathan presents a unified theory of knowledge. 

On this reading, Hobbes thought either that 

(i) politics can be reduced to or subsumed by other more fundamental natural sciences 

(such as physics); 

or, at any rate, that 

(ii) natural scientific methods can be applied, without much modification, to politics. 

Of course, if (i) is true, then (ii) follows as well, since if politics is subsumed by natural 

science, the latter’s methods will simply comprise those of political science. On the other 

hand, (i) does not follow from (ii): it might be that politics is an autonomous discipline,  

in the sense that its subject-matter is not reducible to that of physics, but that nonetheless 

it shares the methods of natural science. After all, sharing a method does not entail 

sharing a subjectmatter. For example, the methods of statistical analysis can be applied  



to the study of many different subjects, such as genetics, crime, microeconomics and 

even politics. 

Many commentaries on Leviathan’s scientific theorising have little to do with what 

Hobbes actually says there. As regards (i), it has often been claimed that Hobbes, as a 

materialist, thought that the universe consisted of matter in motion—that is, part of the 

subject studied by physics—and therefore thought that political behaviour must be 

analysable as matter in motion. As we saw in Chapter One, Hobbes was a materialist, and 

readily talks in Leviathan of “politic bodies” in a calculated analogy with material bodies. 

Indeed, the second part of his first book of political theory Elements of Law, is entitled 

De corpore politico (“about the body politic”). He also, of course, imagines the Leviathan 

as a giant body composed of smaller bodies, though it is unclear, to say the least, how this 

image can be taken literally. In a famous passage in Hobbes’s earlier work De cive, he 

compares the way in which states work to the operation of a watch, which some 

interpreters use as a basis for attributing (i) to him. 

But some things which Hobbes says in Leviathan cast doubt on this reading. Indeed, 

the diagram of the branches of knowledge in ch. 9 conflicts with it, since its principal 

division is between “natural philosophy” and “civil philosophy” (L p61). Although he 

was a keen system-builder—his De cive (“about the citizen”) forms the final part of a 

philosophical trilogy comprising De corpore (“about body”) and De homine (“about 

man”)—Hobbes says in De cive that his political theory is detachable from his other 

philosophical theories. He regards the subject-matter of physics as being the nature and 

modifications of material bodies, whereas politics or “civil philosophy” studies the rights 

and duties of sovereigns and subjects (L p61). 

It is sometimes suggested that Hobbes endorsed (i) because of his determinism, that is, 

his belief that every event in the world follows, as a matter of necessity from a prior 

cause. Hobbes concluded that determinism must also apply to the actions of human 

beings: “because every act of man’s will and every desire and inclination proceeds from 

some cause, and that from another cause, in a continual chain…they proceed from 

necessity” (L pp146–47). So, as a closed physical system, such as gas particles in motion 

in a sealed jar, human actions could be thought of as determined, that is, as “proceeding 

from necessity”. 

But the fact that Hobbes was a determinist about human action does not show that he 

thought the study of human action, including politics, could be subsumed within some 

other deterministic science. More to the point, though, he did not believe that the study of 

politics requires conversance with some other area of knowledge, such as physics, even if 

politics is in some sense determined by physics. Hobbes may indeed have believed that 

true statements about politics were ultimately reducible to physical truths, such as the 

laws governing the motions of bodies, and that these laws operated deterministically But 

he did not think that it was necessary to grasp the truths of physics in order to understand 

his political theory. He concludes Part 2 by saying that “the science of natural justice is 

the only science necessary for sovereigns…they need not be charged with the sciences 

mathematical” (L p254). 

What about claim (ii)? Here there is more room for debate. Part of the reason for this 

is that “science” as Hobbes uses it is not reducible to what we would now understand  

by “natural science”. He does say at various points that there is one thing, science, which 

provides knowledge (e.g. L p32; pp36–37; p73), and that the methods of science  
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are common to what we would now regard as very different intellectual disciplines  

(e.g. L p32; p34). He contrasts “science” with mere opinion, “belief” or “faith” (L p48; 

p406), each of which depends on trusting someone else’s word, or one’s own, however 

unreliable. 

Thus “science” sets the standard for intellectual endeavour. It discredits the claims not 

only of people talking politics in the saloon bar, but of political theorists too. Both 

“pretend to know [their opinions] are true, when they know at most, but that they think 

so” (L p48). A contrast between knowledge and opinion is fundamental to the book. But 

knowledge or “science”, as contrasted with mere opinion, can encompass a wide range of 

different methods of discovering the truth. I shall return to this point later in the chapter. 

* * * 

Leviathan is first and foremost about politics. It presents a theory of how human 

beings can create and maintain a government which will last. But Hobbes’s way of 

presenting his theory in the book is rather oblique. The first-time student of Leviathan

who starts reading from ch. 1, expecting a work of political theory is in for a surprise. 

The first nine or ten chapters of Part 1, which Hobbes entitles “Of Man”, contain very 

little direct discussion of political matters. Instead Hobbes launches into lengthy 

examinations of such topics as human psychology perception, language, right and wrong 

reasoning, motivation, the nature of knowledge, power and social esteem. Few of these 

topics bear much obvious relation to what he calls “civil philosophy” (e.g. L p61), that is, 

political and moral theory 

It is not merely that this list of subjects seems not to have much to do with politics. 

The elements of the list do not seem to bear any very obvious relation to one another, 

except that they could all be seen as branches of the humanities or human sciences—

studies of human nature, or of human beings as parts of nature. As a result, the following 

questions arise: 

• Why does Hobbes embark on this ambitious survey of the human sciences at all? 

• How, if at all, are the subjects of early chapters of Part 1 interrelated? 

• How, in Hobbes’s view, does “civil philosophy” relate to other branches of knowledge, 

and how do these chapters help to provide a theory of political authority? 

HOBBES’S INTRODUCTION TO LEVIATHAN

I have said that Hobbes’s way of approaching politics in Part 1 of Leviathan is oblique. 

But before he reaches Part 1, the Introduction to the book does convey his main theme, 

and gives clues to his wider argumentative strategy Hobbes begins thus: 

Nature (the art whereby God has made and governs the world) is by the 

art of man, as in many other things, so in this also imitated, that it can 

make an artificial animal. For seeing life is but a motion of limbs, why 

may we not say, that all automata (engines that move themselves by 

springs and wheels, as does a watch) have an artificial life? For what is 

the heart, but a spring; and the nerves, but so many strings; and the joints, 

but so many wheels, giving motion to the whole body, such as was 

intended by the artificer? Art goes yet further, imitating that rational and 
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most excellent work of nature, man. For by art is created that great 

Leviathan called a “commonwealth” or “state” (in Latin civitas) which is 

but an artificial man, though of greater stature and strength than the 

natural, for whose protection and defence it was intended. 

(L p9) 

Hobbes then draws a long and slightly laboured analogy between the parts of a state and 

the parts of the body  

On the face of it the passage above likens a natural man, created by God, to the 

artificial man, the Leviathan, whose creation by humans will be described later in the 

book. However, the bracketed aside in Hobbes’s opening sentence slyly undermines  

the very idea of distinguishing the natural from the artificial. For nature, according to 

Hobbes, is itself artificial, since the natural world is God’s creation, just as a watch or a 

robot (an artificial animal) is created by human beings. In this sense, everything is 

artificial—it is just that some things are made by God, and others by humans. In creating 

an artificial man, the Leviathan, humans imitate God as creator. 

Hobbes adds that in Part 1 of Leviathan he will, in understanding the “nature of this 

artificial man” consider “the matter thereof, and the artificer, both [of] which is man” (L

p10). This provides a first clue to the subject-matter of Part 1, “Of Man”. Hobbes needs 

to discuss “man” because human beings bear a triple relation to the Leviathan: they both 

compose it, that is, they are its constitutive parts, as illustrated on the book’s title-page; 

and they are its creator, just as God makes man. They are also the model in whose 

likeness the artificial man is made. Hobbes later describes the Leviathan as a “mortal 

God” (L p120). It is created in man’s image. We might then be led to think that the reason 

why we need to know about human nature is because we need to refer to it if we really 

are to create an artificial man. 

Hobbes’s presentation of his argument, then, looks roughly like this: 

• I am going to describe the creation of an artificial person, the Leviathan. 

• The Leviathan is composed (physically?) of human beings. 

• The Leviathan is created by human beings. 

• Therefore, I am going to begin by discussing human beings. 

But of course talk of a “Leviathan” is figurative. Doesn’t Hobbes risk falling prey to his 

own metaphor (something he repeatedly warns against in stern tones (e.g. L p26; p31; 

p35; p52))? 

We do eventually learn how Hobbes thinks that the Leviathan is constructed out of its 

components (chs 14 to 17), but he gives few clues about this construction earlier in the 

book. In fact, the project of creating an artificial man is put on hold for most of Part 1. 

Nevertheless, Hobbes does fulfil his pledge to discuss human beings in Part 1.  

As quickly becomes clear, his initial concern in discussing reason and knowledge is 

remedial. He aims to lay bare the infirmities of human reasoning, diagnosing why people 

fail to achieve knowledge, before setting them on the right path. He thinks that civil strife 

results from inept reasoning, as occurred in the civil wars (e.g. L p127). If human 

reasoning causes the problem of political disorder, Hobbes will eventually have to show 

how an appeal to reason can also contribute to its solution. 
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HOBBES ON METHOD 

The theme of human reasoning, and how it can go well or badly runs through chs 1, to 9 

of Leviathan. Hobbes wants to set out a basis for distinguishing “right reason” or 

“ratiocination” from mere “superstition”. In this connection one of his prime aims is to 

debunk the pretensions of mediaeval scholastic philosophy based mainly on the writings 

of the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle. Hobbes’s main objections to this philosophy 

which he denounces as “vain” and “false” (L p465), are fourfold. 

First, it generates pseudo-names for things which do not really exist, such as “essence” 

(L p464). Second, because of this, it generates bogus philosophical questions, which 

when understood correctly are so much hot air (Hobbes speaks derisively of scholastic 

debates over the supposed transubstantiation of the communion wafer into the body of 

Christ (L p59)). Third, as he argues at length in ch. 46, false names not only spread 

misunderstanding, but also weave a mystical veil by which those in power—here Hobbes 

has in mind particularly the Roman Catholic Church—can hoodwink the faithful into 

obedience (e.g. L p477). Finally Hobbes regards as seditious Aristotle’s alleged belief 

that there is no measure of good and evil beyond what each individual happens to desire, 

because this leaves no room for any notion of a public good (L p469). 

Hobbes clearly saw the philosophy of Aristotle or “Aristotelity” as an abdication of 

reason. If politics can indeed be brought within the scope of “science”, or in other words 

knowledge, he needs to show how political science can, like other branches of 

knowledge, be subjected to reason. But, on the face of it, even once this has been 

achieved, it still leaves us some way from showing how political authority is justified.  

It seems that the most that Hobbes will be able to show, if politics can be construed as an 

authentic form of knowledge, is that it should follow a certain method. But how can this 

tell us how we should be governed? 

The short answer is that by itself the method will not tell us this. But it may be able to 

lay down conditions which a valid justification of political authority must meet. At some 

points, Hobbes seems to advocate an introspective method. In the Introduction to 

Leviathan he says that people “might learn truly to read each other” if they followed the 

Latin maxim nosce teipsum, or “read thyself” (L p10). Here he seems to suggest that an 

inquirer can find out truths about human beings simply by looking into the contents of his 

or her own mind and then generalising them to humanity as a whole. There are some 

points, such as the discussion of the state of nature in ch. 13, where Hobbes appeals to 

something like this method (L p89). However, as I shall suggest later in this chapter, its 

main use is as a double-check, which validates conclusions which can also be reached 

more long-windedly via the use of reasoning. 

The principal methodological contrast Hobbes draws is between “science” (which 

includes political theory if it is done properly), and arbitrary supposition. This contrast 

relies in turn on a distinction between reasoning and hearsay Reasoning is a step-by-step 

process in which each stage logically depends on the previous one. As Hobbes says, 

“there can be no certainty of the last conclusion without a certainty of all those 

affirmations and negations on which it was grounded and inferred” (L p33). By contrast, 

hearsay is conveyed either orally or in books. Relying on hearsay to form one’s beliefs is 

a bad idea: “to forsake [one’s] own natural judgement and be guided by general sentences 

read in authors…is a sign of folly” (L p37). At the same time, Hobbes’s attitude towards 
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reason is not wholly enthusiastic. The problem is that if everybody relies on his own 

reason to decide about politics or religion, a chaos of competing opinions will ensue, with 

each person claiming that reason is on his side (e.g. L p48). So Hobbes has to show how 

his account of reason can avoid this. 

In the first nine chapters of Leviathan, his purpose is largely negative. His remarks 

about human reasoning in Part 1, are critical and diagnostic: he aims to show how 

conventional moral and political thinking goes wrong. He rails at the manifold failings of 

human cognition, particularly people’s tendency to be taken in by superstition or 

absurdity (e.g. L p59; p74; p147). Hobbes has two different kinds of explanation for 

human credulity and both prove to be politically significant. One is a thesis in the 

sociology of belief—that is, a social explanation of why people end up with the beliefs 

that they do. The other is a thesis in the psychology of belief—an explanation based on 

individual humans’ cognitive dispositions. 

Hobbes’s sociological claim is that people are far too willing to set up others as 

authorities on matters of religion, morality and politics. People take the claims of these 

supposed authorities on trust (L p49; p73). He pours scorn on scholars who think they can 

gain wisdom from books (L p10; p37). Similar derision is heaped on philosophers and 

“Schoolmen” (i.e. followers of the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle: L p24; p30; p35; 

p59), and on those who make false claims to divine inspiration (L p49; p58), particularly 

oracles and priests (L pp85–86). As Hobbes says, 

there can be nothing so absurd, but [it] may be found in the books of 

philosophers. And the reason is manifest For there is not one of them that 

begins his ratiocination from the definitions, or explications of the names 

they are to use; which is a method that has only been used in geometry, 

whose conclusions have thereby been made indisputable. 

(L p34) 

Relying on the authority of others, rather than reasoning things out for oneself, sows 

ignorance and provokes blind clashes of dogma. When many supposed authorities vie for 

credence, Hobbes thinks that chaos will result. By contrast, as we saw in Chapter One, he 

upholds the demonstrative methods of geometry which he describes in Leviathan as “the 

only science that it has pleased God hitherto to bestow on mankind” (L p28). It is “the 

mother of all natural science” (L p461).

As for the psychological thesis, Hobbes thinks that differences of belief result from the 

fact that “men give different names to one and the same thing” (L p73). For example, he 

notes, if someone approves of a doctrine, they may call it “opinion”, whereas if they 

disapprove of it, they brand it “heresy”. The main problem is not that people ultimately 

want different things; Hobbes says that “all men” seek a “contented life” (L p70). It is 

rather that people have different views on the best way to secure contentment, and 

nobody’s view is treated as authoritative by all. 

He sums up the source of the problem as “[i]gnorance”—ignorance both of “causes”, 

and of “the signification of words” (L p73). It is important to see that, given Hobbes’s 

views about the problem, two different solutions suggest themselves. One solution, which 

we may call “realism”, seeks to dispel ignorance by finding out the truth and then getting 

everyone to believe it, whether by force or persuasion. The second, which we may call 
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“conventionalism”, dispenses with finding out the truth. Instead, it sets up an authority to 

decide and then enforce orthodoxy so that everyone believes—or more accurately acts as 

if he or she believes—the same thing. Hobbes draws on each of these solutions at 

different stages of his argument, as we shall see in later chapters. For now the salient 

point is that the key task of civil philosophy is to remedy ignorance by “exact definitions” 

(L p36). Why does Hobbes think that words matter so much? 

Geometry involves the manipulation of mathematical symbols. In explaining how its 

methods can be applied to politics, Hobbes draws an analogy between the initial axioms 

or postulates of geometry and names. He asserts that there is “nothing in the world 

universal but names; for the things named are every one of them individual and singular” 

(L p26). Hobbes is denying here that there are real objects, often called “universals”, 

which underlie our uses of language. Take bananas. We routinely apply the term 

“banana” to certain specimens of curvaceous yellowish soft fruit. Someone who believes 

that the world really contains universals will hold that there is a universal property of 

bananahood, which all bananas possess. But, for a nominalist like Hobbes, the only 

property which all bananas possess is that of being called “bananas”. His scepticism 

towards universalism in part reflects his wider hostility to the obfuscations of mediaeval 

scholasticism, discussed earlier. But it also carries a political and moral point in itself. 

People bandy claims about what is good, just, right, and so on. For Hobbes there is 

nothing “out there” which answers to these claims. This philosophical position, which 

denies that there can be an objective basis for moral judgements, may seem innocuous. 

But if there is nothing which answers to ideas of right and wrong, justice and injustice, 

then people cannot claim external warrant for their views about what is right, wrong, and 

so on. There is no “common rule of good or evil to be taken from the nature of the objects 

themselves” (L p39). In particular, dissidents who assert that the government is acting 

unjustly or wrongly cannot appeal to God’s revealed will, or abstract notions of morality 

in making their case. But appeals to moral right, grounded for example in conscience, 

were and are very often made in order to challenge political authority If no such appeals 

can be made, an important ground for dissent is cut away 

Beyond this, nominalism makes the category of “nature” unstable. Our concepts 

cannot correspond to how the world is anyway, and in particular how it is if we set aside 

human intervention. For nominalists, there is nothing which answers to this description 

“how the world is anyway”. In formulating our definitions, we create our own world, 

rather than being lumbered with what is given to us by nature. 

Hobbes also thinks that words matter because political conflict which is both symptom 

and cause of the failure of political authority—arises directly from conflicts of beliefs. 

The prime source, in turn, of conflicting beliefs is failure to agree, in the absence of an 

established authority on the definitions of words. The ills caused by varying definitions 

are not confined to the academic disputations of philosophers or theologians. They have a 

direct political impact. “Ignorance of the signification of words,” Hobbes says, “disposes 

men to take on trust, not only the truth they know not, but also the errors, and which is 

more, the nonsense of them they trust” (L p73). Without an adequate grasp of the 

meanings of words, it is impossible to detect error, or nonsense. As a result, people 

appeal “from custom to reason, and from reason to custom” (L p73) as it suits them.  
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Moral vocabulary is particularly potent in this respect. “For one may call ‘wisdom’ 

what another calls ‘fear’; and one [calls] ‘cruelty’ what another [calls] ‘justice’”, and so 

on (L p31). Hobbes has an explanation for this. Individuals’ desires distort moral 

vocabulary: 

whatsoever is the object of any man’s appetite or desire, that is it, which 

he for his part calls “good”; and the object of his hate and aversion, “evil”. 

And of his contempt, “vile” and “inconsiderable”. For these words of 

“good”, “evil” and “contemptible” are ever used with relation to the 

person that uses them, there being nothing simply and absolutely so. 

(L p39) 

Hobbes here endorses a form of subjectivism, which says that moral terms like “good” 

and “evil” are not really true of the objects to which people apply them, but are simply 

used in order to express the speakers’ personal attitudes towards the objects. If people fail 

to realise this, they will be drawn into dispute. A powerful cause of strife is thus the fact 

that “men give different names to one and the same thing, from the difference of their 

own passions” (L p73). Indeed “the same man, in diverse [i.e. different] times,  

differs from himself; and one time praises, that is, calls ‘good’, what another time  

he dispraises, and calls ‘evil’. From whence arise disputes, controversies, and at last war” 

(L pp110–11). 

In Hobbes’s view, then, the geometric mode of reasoning is the only way to dodge the 

pitfalls into which political thinkers have blundered. What does this involve? It might 

seem that the subject-matter of geometry is so different from that of political thought that 

no single method could fruitfully apply to each of them. Hobbes thinks, however, that the 

geometric method of deriving consequences via rules of inference from settled initial 

definitions can both expose what he calls the “intellectual defects” of philosophers, and 

show how these defects may be avoided. The geometric method promises to lay 

falsehood and absurdity bare, and thereby point the way to consensus about morality 

In politics, similarly “ignorance of the causes and original constitution of right, equity 

law and justice” (L p73) leads people to appeal to custom or precedent, which Hobbes 

regards as superstition. As a result, “the doctrine of right and wrong is perpetually 

disputed both by the pen and the sword; whereas the doctrine of lines and figures [i.e. 

geometry] is not so” (L p74). “The light of human minds is perspicuous words, but by 

exact definitions first snuffed and purged from ambiguity”; those who rely on “false 

rules” are worse off than those who have no rules at all (L p36). 

So the geometric method promises to rectify error by exposing the inadequate 

definitions on which political and moral disagreements rest. This is not to say that 

Hobbes thinks that all such disagreements are empty On the contrary people are drawn 

into dispute not merely because they are working with different verbal definitions (of, say 

the word “good”), but because the judgements they make with these words express their 

desires or “passions”. The passions are often really in conflict, as Hobbes makes very 

clear in his account of the state of nature in ch. 13. When two or more people desire the 

same thing in conditions of scarcity they will become enemies (L p87). Thus correct 

definitions will not, by themselves, put paid to all conflict. Indeed, Hobbes admits that 

even geometric propositions such as that the internal angles of a triangle equal two right 
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angles could give rise to conflict if it were “a thing contrary to any man’s right of 

dominion” (L p74). But correct definitions do allow us to see the conflicts for what they 

are, and thereby perhaps help us to resolve them. 

CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES 

Hobbes’s appropriation of “geometric” reasoning extends from definitions to their 

“consequences” (L p34). By this he means theorems, that is, propositions logically 

derived from others whose truth has already been established, or which are taken as true 

for the purposes of argument. Hobbes describes the laws of nature, which tell people in 

the state of nature how to achieve peace, as ‘theorems” about how to preserve oneself (L

p111). In starting from adequate definitions, we in effect begin with names and their 

consequences (L p35). Words, Hobbes adds, “are wise men’s counters, they do but 

reckon by them; but they are the money of fools” (L p29).

We can now see more clearly the truth in claim (ii), which said that for Hobbes, 

political and natural science share a common method. However, modern readers may 

well think that Hobbes is confusing two senses of “consequence” (Malcolm 2002 p155). 

One is logical consequence, as it is a consequence of the proposition that Eric is a fat man 

that Eric is a man. Hobbes gives as an example the inference “if he be a man, he is a 

living creature” (L p27). The geometric model is clearly to the fore when Hobbes uses 

“consequence” in this sense. He argues that “in the right definition of names lies the first 

use of speech; which is the acquisition of science” (L p28). This makes it sound as though 

gaining knowledge is in general a matter of providing correct definitions, and then 

drawing correct inferences from them. 

On the other hand, Hobbes also uses the term “consequence” to refer to the effect of 

some prior natural cause. Thus he says that “in sum, the discourse of the mind, when it is 

governed by design, is nothing but seeking…a hunting out of the causes of some effect, 

present or past; or of the effects of some present or past cause” (L p21). Hobbes also 

identifies “science” with the knowledge of consequences in this causal sense. For 

example, he identifies “[w]ant [i.e. lack] of science” with “ignorance of causes” (L p72). 

Hobbes sums up: “knowledge of all the consequences appertaining to the subject in hand 

is [what] men call science” (L p35). 

So Hobbes understands “cause” and “consequence” in senses which nowadays we 

would regard as distinct. Accordingly the term “science”, which he readily applies to the 

study of cause and consequence in either sense, seems to lump together quite different 

kinds of intellectual enterprise, corresponding to different senses in which we now use 

the term “consequence”. In its logical sense, a “consequence” is (roughly) what can be 

deduced from a statement or set of statements. So in this sense, it is a consequence (i.e it 

logically follows) from the statements that “Kevin is a man” and “All men are mortal”, 

that “Kevin is mortal”. By contrast, causal consequences are a matter for empirical 

investigation, in the sense that conjunctions of cause and effect yoke together phenomena 

which might not have turned out to be so related, such as that the moon’s gravity causes 

tidal movement on earth.  

It is a real question, then, whether Hobbes can achieve the demonstrative certainty of 

geometry while also devising a civil philosophy with empirical content, which succeeds 
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in describing the world as it is. He certainly seems to believe that he can. In ch. 5 he 

describes mathematicians who “add and subtract” to calculate sums, and then says that 

“writers of [i.e. about] politics add together pactions [i.e. agreements made between 

individuals] to find men’s duties”. The idea here seems to be that, since duties are 

determined by individuals’ agreements with one another, we can only list all the duties to 

which they are subject by adding together the agreements they have made. He goes on to 

affirm that in general “reason…is nothing but reckoning (that is, adding and subtracting) 

of the consequences of general names” (L p32). 

This still leaves the question of how tracing “the consequences of names” can yield an 

account of politics with empirical content. Part 1, of Leviathan, like the rest of the book, 

contains a good deal of empirical matter regarding, for instance, human beliefs and 

motivation. However, it is clear that Hobbes does think he is producing a civil philosophy 

which describes aspects of the world, rather than merely producing definitions and 

drawing inferences from them. He gives a clue to what he is trying to do in ch.5: 

[s]cience is the knowledge of consequences, and dependence of one fact 

upon another, by which, out of that we can presently do, we know how to 

do something else when we will, or the like, another time. Because when 

we see how anything comes about, upon what causes, and by what 

manner, when the like causes come into our power, we see how to make it 

produce the like effects. 

(L pp35–36) 

Hobbes’s thought here seems to be roughly this. In order to get what I want, I need 

knowledge of how causes produce effects. For instance, suppose I want an omelette. 

Suppose further that I already know that if I crack an egg into a bowl, beat it with some 

milk, and pour the resulting mixture into a hot pan, I stand a good chance of concocting 

this dish. This is a kind of knowledge: as a would-be omelette-eater, I am better placed 

than someone who also wants an omelette but has no idea how to make one. It is also 

causal knowledge, since performing the series of actions described is a way of bringing it 
about that an omelette exists. More generally to achieve one’s purposes, one needs causal 

knowledge or, in other words, what Hobbes calls “science”. 

Moreover, this causal knowledge can be expressed as a conjunction of names—at least 

if “names” can include descriptions as well as pure referring terms, as Hobbes allows 

(“by a name is not always understood…one only word” (L p26)). Thus the affirmation 

“omelette is egg-and-milk mixture, solidified by cooking” or something similar, conjoins 

two names (one being a description). It also supports an inferential structure, as follows: 

1 This stuff was created by cracking an egg, beating it, and adding milk. 

So,

2 This stuff is a mixture of egg and milk. 

3 The mixture referred to in 2 has been solidified by cooking. 

4 Omelette is solidified egg-and-milk mixture. 
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So,

5 This stuff is omelette.1

Clearly this chain of reasoning still relies on a causal claim, namely that cooking 

solidifies the mixture (i.e. causes it to become solid). So there is still empirical content in 

the reasoning, which is introduced in 3; a different (and false) empirical claim would 

have been made if 3 had read “the mixture has been solidified by passing it through a 

sieve”, or something similar. 

Hobbes does not in fact discuss omelettes in Leviathan. But he does talk about 

malformed beliefs, and their political consequences. For example, in ch. 11 he notes that 

people fail to distinguish between “one action of many men, and many actions of one 

multitude”. This may seem a rarefied distinction, but the confusion means that they “take 

for the action of the people, that which is a multitude of actions done by a multitude of 

men, led perhaps by the persuasion of one” (L p73; cf. p128). 

This is, as it turns out, a crucial distinction for Hobbes’s theory of sovereignty.  

The failure to define “the people” either as a corporate entity or as a collection of 

individuals sows misunderstanding. Nobody “is so dull as to say for example, ‘the people 

of Rome made a covenant [agreement] with the Romans, to hold the sovereignty on such 

or such conditions’” (L p123). But Hobbes thinks that those who believe that political 

authority rests on an agreement between the people and the sovereign (and therefore that 

any sovereign who fails to keep to the agreement may be deposed), are committed to 

saying exactly this. To base authority on an agreement is to ignore the fact that “the 

people” becomes a single entity only by being represented, and to imagine falsely that the 

interests of the people can be opposed by a monarch who represents them (L p114). 

These are controversial claims. They will be discussed further in Chapter Seven. My 

purpose at this stage is only to show how Hobbes thinks that his rules of thought have 

political implications. 

The definitional model leaves some questions. For example, it would be troubling if 

Hobbes’s theory of human knowledge deprived his political theory of empirical content. 

This danger looms, given his account of names. Propositions of the form “N is M”, where 

N and M are names, seem to be necessarily true: if “Spiderman” and “Peter Benjamin 

Parker” name the same individual, then it seems that “Spiderman is Peter Benjamin 

Parker” must be necessarily true, since every individual is necessarily self-identical. But, 

it might be said, necessary truths are given prior to experience: for example, it is 

necessarily true that it is either raining or it isn’t, but to know this truth, I do not need any 

empirical data (e.g. about the weather). And since, it may be said, true propositions 

conjoining names are necessarily true, and necessary truths are given prior to experience, 

propositions of the form “N is M” cannot have any empirical content. 

In response Hobbes could deny that necessarily true propositions always lack such 

content. He could do this by allowing (as he in fact does: L p26) that “names” include not 

just singular terms such as “Derek” or “Brenda”, but also individuating descriptions.2

For example, the description “the first man on the moon”3 names the US astronaut Neil 

Armstrong in this world. But had things turned out differently somebody else might have 

satisfied this description: if the Soviet Union had been first to get to the moon, the 

description might have been satisfied by a Russian. Surely though, the identity of the first 

man on the moon is clearly something we learn empirically—it’s not something we could 
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know in advance of all experience. So, if descriptions are allowable as names, the scope 

for empirical inquiry clearly remains open, its role being to determine what satisfies a 

given description. 

More obviously perhaps, Hobbes could say simply that the necessity bears not upon 

the initial definitions, but on the derivation of their consequences. Hobbes does say that 

“when we reason in words of general signification, and fall upon a general inference 

which is false; though it be commonly called ‘error’, it is indeed an absurdity” (L p33). 

Mistaken inferences give rise to absurdity rather than mere error, presumably because 

they state something which is necessarily false. Again this leaves room for empirical 

inquiry since it allows empirical investigation to provide the premises on which the 

relevant inferences are based. Some conclusions can be reached only with the aid of 

empirical premises (as in 3 above). 

IS CIVIL PHILOSOPHY DETACHABLE? 

Did Hobbes see his civil philosophy as self-contained? Or did he believe that it formed a 

strict deductive system along with natural science? Hobbes certainly planned his writings 

as a comprehensive system, whose major expression is the three-part Elements of 
Philosophy. But the parts were composed separately (indeed De cive, the final part, was 

published first, in 1642,4 not to be followed by the others until the 1650s). And, of 

course, Leviathan itself was conceived and written as an entirely free-standing work: he 

says that “[t]o know the natural cause of sense, is not very necessary to the business now 

in hand” (L p13). 

Hobbes provides further remarks about the relation between the different branches of 

his philosophy in De corpore, the first part of the Elements. He notes that “civil and 

moral philosophy… may be severed” from one another, since 

the causes of the motions of the mind are known, not only by 

ratiocination, but also by the experience of every man that takes the pains 

to observe these motions within himself. And, therefore, not only they that 

have attained the knowledge of the passions and perturbations of the 

mind…from the very first principles of philosophy, may by proceeding in 

the same way, come to the causes and necessity of constituting 

commonwealths, and to get knowledge of what is natural right, and what 

are civil duties…they also that have not learned the first part of 

philosophy, namely geometry and physics, may notwithstanding attain the 

principles of civil philosophy. 

(Hobbes 1839–45 Vol. I: pp73–74) 

This sets out some of the positions already identified: the primacy of geometry and the 

role of introspection in examining “the passions and perturbations of the mind”. Hobbes’s 

argument here has two aspects. First, as we saw earlier, we do not need to work out the 

nature of the passions from first principles, since we have direct acquaintance with them. 

There is nothing wrong with seeking to proceed from first principles. But this is not 

necessary since the information required can be gathered as raw data. Second, the dual 
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aspect of scientific method itself shows how we can legitimately pursue “civil 

philosophy” as an apparently free-standing inquiry even though it also can be seen as 

deriving ultimately from “the very first principles of philosophy”. There is no 

incompatibility between these two conceptions of inquiry So we can check whether these 

principles are correctly formed by asking whether they successfully predict the observed 

data—in this case, the “passions” and “perturbations” of the mind. In other words, the 

principles must at least yield predictions consistent with what we know to be true. 

In addition, we can also work forward from the passions to establish the conclusions 

which go to make up civil philosophy and then we will again be proceeding analytically; 

this is why people who have not learned the “first part of philosophy” may “attain the 

principles of civil philosophy”, as Hobbes says. The passions, the contents of the mind, 

thus mediate, in the chain of inquiry between the ultimate first principles, at one end, and 

civil philosophy at the other. We may start at the beginning, but we may also start in the 

middle, and this is where the real argument of Leviathan does start. What underwrites this 

starting-point is the fact that the data themselves lie beyond doubt. 

This explains the otherwise puzzling fact that while Hobbes makes geometry queen of 

the sciences, he makes no real attempt in the book to derive civil philosophy from 

ultimate first principles. In describing how the scientific method is applied to 

understanding “the causes and nature of commonwealths” in ch. 20, Hobbes does indeed 

say that “[t]he skill of making and maintaining commonwealths consists in certain rules, 

as does arithmetic and geometry” (L p145). But in Leviathan’s main treatment of the 

subject in Part 1, he confines himself to relatively brief and schematic remarks about 

knowledge. Presumably this is because he thought a lengthier discussion unnecessary to 

his aims in the book. 

On this evidence, then, it seems that Hobbes did have a scientific conception of his 

own political theory albeit one which relied on his own understanding of “science”. 

Hobbes understands “science” to cover both the mathematical and the natural sciences. 

At the start of the Six Lessons to the Professors of the Mathematics, Hobbes declares that 

“civil philosophy is demonstrable, because we make the commonwealth ourselves” 

(Hobbes 1839–45 Vol. VII p184). 

There is nonetheless an underlying tension, since Hobbes cannot take a purely 

predictive view of civil philosophy As he observes at a number of points (e.g. L p3; p254; 

p484; p491) his aim in writing Leviathan is to persuade, and this suggests that he hopes it 

will induce people to behave differently from how they would behave otherwise. It is 

apparent throughout the book that Hobbes sees a prime seed of disorder as lying in 

human error, and that errors based on individuals’ unwarranted confidence in their own 

private judgements (e.g. L p33; p48; p127; p223; p400) are very widespread. Moreover, 

these errors, and the behaviour which results from them, can be corrected. So what 

becomes of the claim that his civil philosophy is predictive, rather than (if people heed it) 

a self-fulfilling prophecy? 

The answer must be that Hobbes thought that his civil philosophy was not 

straightforwardly a prediction of what would happen in any case, but that it laid down 

guidelines for what could and should happen if individuals acted so as to pursue what 

was in their own best interests. It can still be seen as conditionally predictive in the 

following way: what people unconditionally want is security; they will gain security if 

and only if they form a commonwealth in accordance with the law of nature; so any 
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commonwealth which provides them with security must conform to the law of nature. 

This of course is not the same as predicting that they will form such a commonwealth. 

The passions themselves are discovered by introspection, and the way to satisfy the 

passions is by the law of “natural reason” (L p248), which shows us the “theorems” (L

p111) as to what is most conducive to our own preservation. 

CONCLUSION

At the start of this chapter I set out to explain, first, why Hobbes addresses the human 

sciences in the opening chapters of Leviathan. His main aim is the negative one of 

showing how human psychology and cognition make people blunder in their thinking 

about questions of science, or politics and morality They take refuge in “opinion” rather 

than seeking knowledge. The true path to knowledge goes via the geometric method, 

which sets the pattern for other areas of human science, including politics and morality 

Gross error in moral and political thinking can only be avoided by using this method. 

I asked, second, how the different topics addressed in Leviathan chs 1. to 9 relate to 

one another. Despite Hobbes’s various false cues these chapters share a fairly clear 

theme: the fallibility of human cognition, and how to remedy it. He ascribes error to the 

vividness of human imagination, wrong definitions, and the malign influence of those, 

such as priests, who have an interest in propagating superstition (Leviathan chs 1. to 3, 6 

and 8). Hobbes sets out the corrective to these errors—the method of reasoning by the 

consequences of definitions—in chs 4 and 5, and underlies the diagram depicting the 

branches of knowledge in ch. 9. On the basis of his own corrected definitions, Hobbes 

gives a list of the human “passions” in ch. 6, and distinguishes knowledge from mere 

opinion in ch. 7. He then shows how the passions distort people’s thinking (ch. 8).  

Finally I asked how civil philosophy relates to other branches of knowledge and how 

Hobbes’s discussion of the latter contributes to his theory of political authority. He 

analyses the causes of cognitive failure because he thinks that they make humans unfit for 

“civil obedience” (L p19). It is worth noting in this connection that Hobbes has a good 

deal to say about madness (e.g. L p28; p51; pp54–59; p271; pp442–43). Error is 

particularly likely when “passions” lead people astray: “passions unguided are for the 

most part mere madness” (L p55), and the “abuse of words” is also a form of madness (L

p58). “Right reason” will make people fitter for “obedience” and therefore also for 

“protection”.

In the end, Hobbes thinks that the method of definition and consequence simply offers 

a longer route to conclusions which can be reached by common sense. In Leviathan he 

often appeals to “reason”, and not infrequently sounds a note of exasperation that truths 

which he regards as obvious are so little heeded by others (e.g. L p48; p130; p484). So 

reason is double-edged for Hobbes. On the one hand, he regards the truths of Leviathan

as derived from “natural reason” (L p254). But on the other hand, he thinks that people’s 

reliance on their reasoning powers to reach conclusions about the best form of 

government, or religious truths, is disastrous for public order (L p33; p233). Leviathan,

accordingly aims to tame reason’s power to trigger war, and to make it fit for peace. 
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FURTHER READING 

Leviathan chs 1. to 9, especially chs 3 to 6; ch. 46 

Hobbes’s views on “science”

The best writer on Hobbes’s views on knowledge and its relation to his political 

philosophy is Tom Sorell. See his Hobbes (London: Routledge 1986). A more 

compressed statement of Sorell’s views can be found in his “The Science in Hobbes’s 

Politics” in G.A.J. Rogers & Alan Ryan (eds), Perspectives on Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press 1988). Sorell’s article “Hobbes’s scheme of the sciences”, in Sorell 

(ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

1996), argues that Hobbes’s scientific writings were less an expression of his own views 

than an attempt to present and systematise recent scientific developments. For criticism 

of Sorell’s views, see the chapter on Hobbes in Roger Woolhouse, The Empiricists

(Oxford: Oxford University Press 1988). 

Hobbes and “scientific” method

For Hobbes’s relation to European philosophy and natural science, see Richard Tuck, 

“Hobbes and Descartes” in Rogers and Ryan (eds), Perspectives on Thomas Hobbes and, 

for Hobbes’s relationship with the contemporary scientific establishment, Noel 

Malcolm’s “Hobbes and the Royal Society”, in the same volume, reprinted as ch. 10 of 

Malcolm’s Aspects of Hobbes (Oxford: Clarendon Press 2002); on this see also Quentin 

Skinner, “Thomas Hobbes and the Nature of the Early Royal Society”, The Historical 

Journal (1969), pp217–39, reprinted in updated form as “Hobbes and the Politics of the 

Early Royal Society” in Skinner, Visions of Politics III: Hobbes and Civil Science
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2002), ch. 12. More on Hobbes’s relationship 

with contemporary natural scientists can be found in Miriam Reik, The Golden Lands of 

Thomas Hobbes (Detroit, MI: Wayne State Press 1977), ch.7. 

Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer’s Leviathan and the Airpump: Hobbes, Boy/e, and 

the experimental life (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1985) gives a full 

account of Hobbes’s engagement with experimental science, particularly his 

contemporary Robert Boyle’s attempt to create a vacuum mechanically. Shapin and 

Schaffer argue that Hobbes’s hostility to the idea of a vacuum, rooted in his own 

materialism, has significant parallels with the political theory of Leviathan. On the 

vacuum dispute, see also Noel Malcolm, “Hobbes and Roberval”, in Malcolm, Aspects of 

Hobbes. Douglas Jesseph, Squaring the Circle: the war between Hobbes and Wallis
(Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press 1999) argues that the bitterness of his 

wrangle with Wallis can be put down to the centrality of mathematics to Hobbes’s assault 
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The “scientific” method and politics

For a classic statement of the view that Hobbes’s political philosophy is largely 

disconnected from his understanding of natural science, see Leo Strauss, The Political 

Philosophy of Hobbes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1952). For a contrasting 

view, see Noel Malcolm, “Hobbes’s Science of Politics and his Theory of Science”, 

reprinted as ch. 5 of his Aspects of Hobbes. Malcolm argues that political and natural 

science really were distinct enterprises, but that Hobbes himself, abetted by his 

interpreters, makes a determined but doomed attempt to reconcile them. However, 

Malcolm’s argument relies on a distinction between different “levels” of knowledge 

(2002 p147) which is held to involve the introduction of concepts at one level (e.g. that of 

politics) which are absent from and therefore allegedly irreducible to those present at 

another level (e.g. that of physics). It is not clear that Hobbes believed in any such 

distinction of levels, let alone that he held that the relevant concepts at one level were 

irreducible to those at another. 

For the view that Hobbes applied the methods of natural science directly to his 

political philosophy see Thomas Spragens, The Politics of Motion (London: Croom Helm 

1973). Maurice Goldsmith, Hobbes’s Science of Politics (New York: Columbia 

University Press 1966), argues that Hobbes’s conception of scientific method is modelled 

directly on Galilean science and applies a uniform explanation to the motion of bodies 

and to politics, mediated by a similarly structured account of human behaviour. A similar 

view is expressed in Richard Peters, Hobbes (Harmondsworth: Penguin 1956). 

J.N.W.Watkins, Hobbes’s System of Ideas, second edition (London: Hutchinson 1973), 

argues that Hobbes’s conception of scientific method owed more to William Harvey than 

to Galileo. 

For further information on Hobbes’s views on natural science and the geometric 

method, see the following three articles from Sorell (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 

Hobbes: Yves Charles Zarka, “First philosophy and the foundations of knowledge”; 

Hardy Grant, “Hobbes and Mathematics”; and Douglas Jesseph, “Hobbes and the method 

of natural science”. D.W.Hanson enters some qualifications to the idea that Hobbes was 

aiming at a strictly deductive method in “The Meaning of ‘Demonstration’ in Hobbes’s 

Srience”, History of Political Thought 11 iv (1990), pp587–626. 

Scepticism

HOBBES AS A SCEPTIC 

For the influence of contemporary philosophical scepticism on Hobbes’s thinking, see a 

number of important articles by Richard Tuck, perhaps most notably “Optics and 

Sceptics: the philosophical foundations of Hobbes’s political thought,” in E.Leites (ed.), 

Conscience and Casuistry in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press 1988). See also Tuck’s Philosophy and Government 1572–1651 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press 1993), ch. 7; and “Flathman’s Hobbes” in Bonnie Honig & 

D.R. Mapel (eds), Skepticism, Individuality and Freedom: the reluctant liberalism of 

Richard Flathman (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press 2002), ch. 9. For a 
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similar view, see Ross Harrison, Hobbes, Locke, and Confusion’s Masterpiece: an 

examination of seventeenth-century philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

2003). See also Richard Flathman, Thomas Hobbes: Skepticism, Individuality, and 

Chastened Politics (Newbury Park, CA: Sage 1993), ch. 3. 

HOBBES AS A NON-SCEPTIC 

For a rejection of the idea that Hobbes’s political philosophy was heavily influenced by 

scepticism, see Perez Zagorin, “Hobbes’s Early Philosophical Development”, Journal of 

the History of Ideas 54 (1993), pp505–18, and “Hobbes without Grotius”, History of 
Political Thought 21 (2000), pp16–40. See also Richard Popkin, “Hobbes and 

Scepticism”, in L.Thro (ed.), History of Philosophy in the Making (Washington, DC: 

University Press of America 1982). For a balanced assessment of the pros and cons of 

seeing Hobbes as a sceptic, see Marshall Missner, “Skepticism and Hobbes’ Political 

Philosophy,” Journal of the History of Ideas 44 (1983), pp407–27. For further critical 

discussion of Tuck, see Andrew Lister, “Scepticism and Pluralism in Thomas Hobbes’s 

Political Thought”, History of Political Thought 19 (1998), pp35–60.
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4

THE STATE OF NATURE

LAW AND RIGHT 

INTRODUCTION: THE STATE OF NATURE IN LEVIATHAN

Like many other works of political philosophy written in the seventeenth century, 

Leviathan contains a description of the state of nature. This is a situation in which human 

beings have no government, no political institutions, and no executive forces such as a 

police force or army—in other words, it is a condition of anarchy But not in a good way 

Other seventeenth-century writers who included an account of the state of nature in 

their theories, such as Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), Samuel Pufendorf (1632–94), and 

John Locke (1632–1704), depicted life without a political authority as less turbulent than 

Hobbes did. But in each case, despite the differences between them, the idea of a state of 

nature serves a broadly similar purpose in all these theories. This purpose is to show that 

political authority is justified. 

In some theories the state of nature is treated as real, while others only call for it as a 

possibility Is the state of nature in Leviathan meant to be an actual, that is, historical, 

stage of human development, superseded by political authority or is it merely a thought-

experiment or hypothesis, introduced to help make Hobbes’s case for political authority? 

My final answer to this question will be: “A bit of both; and a bit of neither”. But it will 

take this chapter, and the next two after it, to reach this conclusion and explain it. 

Slightly confusingly the authority which emerges from the state of nature, or forms the 

alternative to it, is often called the state in modern political philosophy But, as we will 

see in a later chapter, Hobbes uses the term “state” in a different and more specialised 

sense in Leviathan. Hobbes himself frequently uses the term “commonwealth” to refer to 

what we would normally call the state, but this too has potentially misleading 

connotations. So I shall generally use the term political authority instead. 

Hobbes’s state of nature includes what modern philosophers would identify as 

descriptive and normative elements. The descriptive aspect tells us what life in the state 

of nature is or would be like. The normative aspect tells us what rights, obligations, laws 

and so on exist in the state of nature. I deal with these aspects in turn. 

THE NASTINESS OF LEVIATHAN’S STATE OF NATURE 

It has seemed obvious to many readers of Leviathan that what is crucial to the state  

of nature’s justificatory role is the fact that life in it is, to put it mildly not much  

fun. Hobbes certainly goes to some effort, when describing the state of nature in ch. 13, 

to depict it as grim: indeed its grimness prompts the most famous passage in the  



entire book, which was quoted in the Introduction. It is worth citing at some length  

the passage which leads up to it. 

Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of war, where every man is 

enemy to every man; the same is consequent to the time, wherein men live 

without other security, than what their own strength, and their own 

invention shall furnish them withal [i.e. with]. In such a 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 

commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no 

instruments of moving, and removing such things as require much force; 

no knowledge 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 death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. 

(L p89) 

In this passage, admittedly, Hobbes claims only that the state of nature is as bad as a state 

of war. Elsewhere in ch. 13, though, he identifies the state of nature with a state of war. 

Hobbes uses “war” in an extended sense, to include not just armed hostilities but any 

situation where there is no reasonable expectation that hostilities will not erupt. Hobbes 

compares the situation to unsettled weather: though at any given time it may not actually 

be raining, there is no reasonable expectation that a sudden downpour will not follow 

soon. He argues that the known readiness to engage in acts of aggression amounts in 

itself to a state of war: “war consists 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” (L p88). Being in a 

state of “war”1 in Hobbes’s sense, is like living on the slopes of a dormant, but not 

extinct, volcano. 

Why is the state of nature so nasty? In ch. 13, Hobbes cites “three principal causes of 

quarrel” which throw people into hostilities. Together they ensure that the state of nature 

is a state of “war” in his extended sense. Hobbes calls these causes of quarrel 

“competition”, “diffidence” and “glory” (L p88). 

Reasons to be fearful

COMPETITION

By “competition” Hobbes means that goods—things which people need to live at all, or 

to make life bearable or pleasant—are in relatively short supply in the state of nature. 

There are not enough goods to go round. Some goods, like food, merely happen to be 

scarce some of the time. Other goods, like excellence at music or sport, are necessarily 

scarce because it is part of what it is to excel in these pursuits that one is better at them 

than most other people. Whether the goods are necessarily or contingently scarce, the fact 

that people are competing for them is enough to make them enemies. 

Nor does Hobbes think that there comes a point at which someone has enough of a 

good, so that there is no need to compete for more of it. People want goods not merely for 

their own sake, but in order to be secure with respect to them. As Hobbes says, this is a 
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desire for power—the power to control goods or resources into the future. “I put for a 

general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire of power after power, 

that ceases only in death” (L p70). The reason is that nobody can “assure the power and 

means to live well, which he has present [i.e. which he already has] without the 

acquisition of more” (L p70). The motivation for this is not greed, but insecurity 

DIFFIDENCE

Chief among scarce goods, in the state of nature, is security itself. Security is not a 

necessarily scarce or “zero sum” good: if I have security it does not follow that others 

lack it. Indeed Hobbes’s whole case in Leviathan is that everyone can have it. But 

security is necessarily scarce in the state of nature. By “diffidence” Hobbes refers to the 

fact that, where nobody feels secure, each person will have a reason to attack any other 

person, for fear of being attacked first. The thinking which dominates in the state of 

nature can be summed up in the old adage that attack is the best form of defence. And, 

because each person has roughly equal killing power, everybody is both a potential killer 

and a potential victim. 

The launching of pre-emptive attacks is a matter of simple prudence: “there is no way 

for any man to secure himself [which is] so reasonable as anticipation” (L p87). Where no 

political authority is placed over people, the fact that each of them is liable to aggression 

from others means that each person has to treat every other person as an enemy that is, as 

a prospective assailant. His or her assumption must be that where everyone has to regard 

everyone else as if they were an enemy everyone else is an enemy Hence diffidence 

makes people “invade” one another for “safety” (L p88). Thus the reason each person has 

for pre-emptive aggression—“diffidence”—makes the state of nature a state of “war” in 

Hobbes’s sense.

GLORY

Hobbes also thinks that “glory” is of great importance to most people. Glory is “joy 

arising from imagination of a man’s own power and ability” (L p42). This is an 

“exultation of the mind” (L p42), or in other words delight in status. Hobbes devotes a 

whole chapter of Leviathan (ch. 10) to the desire for honour, as a motive of human 

action. It drives people to attack for “reputation” or in other words “for trifles, as a word, 

a smile, a different opinion, and any other sign of undervalue” (L p88). In one form 9, 

“vain glory” or over-estimation by a person of his or her own abilities and power 9, it is 

also cited as a cause of crime, since vainglorious people are apt to regard themselves as 

somehow exempt from the criminal law (L p205).2

Explaining conflict

In fact, competition, diffidence and glory all have a common root: scarcity The state of 

nature lacks the goods needed for what Hobbes calls “commodious [i.e. pleasant] living” 

(L p90). Any good too scarce to go round will provoke competition. In the state of nature, 

physical security is a scarce good, because each person has a motive for pre-emptive 
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attacks on others. And the good of honour, the desire for which Hobbes calls “glory”, is 

necessarily scarce because its value depends on being better than everyone else. 

Why do these three motives bring about a state of “war”? It is obvious how, in the 

absence of a supreme power who can enforce peace, the desire for goods which are 

scarce sparks competition between people and makes “enemies” of them. Of course, this 

demands scarcity as an initial postulate. The argument from diffidence relies on the claim 

that people are roughly equal in offensive power. 

We could speculatively represent Hobbes’s implicit argument from “competition” as 

follows. Take a person, A, in the state of nature. A knows that in the state of nature: 

A1  Everyone is in competition for goods which are scarce.

A2  If two or more people compete for goods, each has a reason to attack the other(s).

Therefore:

A3  A has a reason to attack everybody else.  

A4  Everybody else in the state of nature knows A1 to A3.

Accordingly A can reason as follows: 

A5.  Everybody else in the state of nature has a reason to attack me, A.  

A6  Being attacked destroys or threatens a prime good of mine, namely life.  

A7  I, A, have reason to resist the attacks mentioned in A6.

A8  Given rough equality in offensive power, the best way to resist the attacks mentioned in 

A6 is by launching a pre-emptive attack of my own.  

And, of course, everybody can reason along the same lines. So everyone has a reason to 

launch pre-emptive attacks. The mere fact that these reasons exist and hold a powerful 

rational grip on individuals’ motivations is enough to make the state of nature into a state 

of war, in Hobbes’s sense. 

However, this argument from motives to the conclusion that the state of nature is a 

state of war cites two different motives—the motive of competition in A1 and diffidence 

in A8. If everybody knows that resources are scarce and that this scarcity gives everyone 

reason to attack everyone else, everyone will have reason to launch pre-emptive attacks. 

But this argument proceeds only from the fact of competition for scarce goods (which 

may of course, include “honour” as well as material resources). Since pre-emption will 

help me secure any scarce good (not just life), the reason for pre-emption is already 

implicit in A1. The argument doesn’t need to rely on “diffidence” at all. 

Why then does Hobbes not simply rely on the motive of competition to generate the 

state of “war”? The problem here is circularity Resources are scarce in the state of nature, 

Hobbes seems to say in ch. 13, because it is a state of “war”. But if A1 is doing the real 

work, he is also saying that the state of nature is a state of “war” because resources are 

scarce. This prompts the thought that Hobbes needs the other motives as well, namely 

diffidence and glory. 

However, the circularity problem infects the explanation from diffidence too, because 

that motive for aggression seems to depend on competition for scarce resources. Security 
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is a scarce good in the state of nature, because it is a state of “war”. But if the fact that the 

situation is one of “war” explains why security is scarce, then scarcity cannot also explain 

why “war” prevails. Once again a vicious circle looms. Only the explanation from glory 

escapes the circularity problem, because honour is a necessarily scarce good: it is in the 

nature of honour that not everyone can have it, so it is always scarce. And that means that 

its scarcity does not depend on whether or not we find ourselves in a state of “war”.  

The trouble with this line of response, however, is that it does not rely on either of the 

other motives which Hobbes cites as causes of quarrel. 

Hobbes could, in response, accept that there is circularity but deny that this wrecks his 

explanation. The state of nature could be seen simply as a vicious spiral, whereby 

depleted resources provoke aggressive competition, which further depletes resources, 

which provokes aggressive competition and soon. As with other vicious spirals, the 

explanation seems circular, but each of the causal claims made may be true. Of course, 

we still want to ask how the vicious spiral gets started. But maybe that is unimportant. 

What matters is that in the spiral the to-and-fro of scarcity and competition is amplified 

with each successive cycle and unevitabily results in “war”. 

Accusing man’s nature

Because of his stress on self-interested motives, and his view that when a person acts, he 

always aims at some “good to himself” (L p93; p105; p176), Hobbes is often described as 

a “pessimist” about human nature, or as a psychological egoist, that is, someone who 

believes that the only motive on which people act is self-interest. But he has an answer to 

those who think that his picture of human motivations is unduly gloomy: it is no more 

pessimistic than are people who take everyday precautions to secure their persons and 

possessions. Hobbes observes that a man making a journey:  

arms himself, and seeks to go well accompanied; when going to sleep, he 

locks his doors; when even in his house he locks his chests; and this when 

he knows there be laws, and public officers, armed, to revenge all injuries 

[which] shall be done him; what opinion he [i.e. someone who objects to 

Hobbes’s depiction of the state of nature] has of his fellow subjects, when 

he rides armed; of his fellow citizens, when he locks his doors; and of his 

children, and servants, when he locks his chests. Does he not there as 

much accuse mankind by his actions, as I do by my words? But neither of 

us accuses man’s nature in it. 

(L p89) 

It does not follow that those who lock their doors regard everybody else as would-be 

intruders or thieves. All that follows is that they treat strangers as possible intruders or 

thieves. If it is wise to do this even in a society where political authority and the rule of 

law already exist, it is likely to be all the wiser where there is no such authority 

The second reason why Hobbes is not accusing “man’s nature” is that the violence 

results from the need for pre-emptive action. On any sane view, I have a reasonable 

interest in securing the necessities of life. This hardly gets us as far as egoism, which says 
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that each person is only motivated by his or her self-interest. But if vital resources are 

scarce, I will be driven willy-nilly to compete with others—perhaps to the death. 

The bestial ethos of the state of nature shows not that humans are really brutish, but 

that in some circumstances, there is no reasonable alternative to behaving like a beast. 

However, the motives of competition, diffidence and glory persist even under 

government. As we have just seen, Hobbes detects the state of nature’s influence even in 

its absence, beneath the tranquil reveries of civil life. Prisoners are incarcerated and led 

off in shackles to be executed, as there is no reasonable expectation that they will submit 

if unrestrained (L p208). Abroad, the uncolonised native peoples of north America are in 

a state of nature (L p89); around the globe, sovereigns remain in a state of nature with 

respect to each other (L p90). The state of nature is never entirely superseded, nor are the 

motives which produce it. The persistence of the state of nature is under-remarked in 

writing on Leviathan, but as I shall argue it has a profound impact on Hobbes’s account 

of sovereignty law, punishment and international relations. 

NATURAL NORMS: LAW AND RIGHT 

The second aspect of Leviathan’s state of nature is normative.3 Rather than merely 

describing things as they are, normative language aims to guide action—to tell us how to 

act, or how not to act. Obligations and rights are normative in this sense: they tell us 

whether or not we have the liberty “to do, or to forbear”, as Hobbes puts it (L p91). To 

say that someone is under an obligation to do something is to say that he is required to do 

it. To say that somebody has a right to do something is to deny that she is under an 

obligation not to do it. 

The law(s) of nature

In common with many other works of political theory written in the seventeenth century 

Leviathan contains much discussion of the laws of nature. These are not positive laws, 

that is, pieces of legislation enacted by the governments of existing polities. Rather they 

are to be thought of as existing before the political authority does. Accordingly they 

already exist in the state of nature—though they also remain in force after sovereign 

power has been instituted. Other seventeenth-century writers often think of the laws of 

nature as being issued by God. At all events, they are usually treated as having moral 

content, that is, as providing moral guidance to human beings about how they should act. 

We can, accordingly ask two main questions about the law of nature. The first 

question is: 

(a) What did Hobbes think that the law of nature was in general? 

Then we can also ask a question about what in particular the law of nature tells us to do, 

that is: 

(b) What content do the particular laws of nature have? 

Hobbes answers question (a) in a famous passage at the end of ch. 15. There he describes 

the laws of nature as “dictates of reason”. He adds that: 
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men use [i.e. are accustomed] to call [them] by the name of laws, but 

improperly; for they are but conclusions, or theorems concerning what 

conduces to the conservation and defence of themselves; whereas law, 

properly is the word of him, that by right has command over others. But 

yet if we consider the same theorems, as delivered in the word of God, 

that by right commands all things; then are they properly called laws. 

(L p111) 

So Hobbes thinks that: 

(i) the laws of nature are really a guide (“theorems”) about humans’ conservation; 

(ii) they are not really (i.e. they are only “improperly”) called “laws”; 

(iii) we can think of them as laws if we imagine them as commands by God. 

A huge amount of critical commentary has built up around these claims, particularly (iii). 

The main bone of contention is whether Hobbes thought that God was the author of the 

laws of nature. Hobbes’s tone in the above passage seems to be, “Well, the laws of nature 

are really only a guide to how to preserve ourselves, but if you want to call them 

commands by God, I suppose you can”. But some commentators, such as Howard 

Warrender and A.E.Taylor, hold that Hobbes both believed in God and needs to cite 

God’s existence to show that we are bound to follow the law of nature. 

Further questions then arise. From where do the laws of nature derive their force and 

authority? If they are not really commands, why does Hobbes call them “commands”, 

and why should anyone take any notice of them? But if they are really commands, why 

does Hobbes go out of his way to say that they need not be seen as such (as in the passage 

from the end of ch. 15 just cited)? Commands are different from advice or counsel, since 

we can ignore advice if we so choose, whereas the point about commands is that we can’t 

ignore them if we wish. I shall however suggest later on that the imperative force of the 

laws of nature can be understood in a way which can dispense with any need for a divine 

commander. 

As regards question (b) concerning the content of the laws of nature, they command us 

to seek peace. As Hobbes says, they require “that every man seek peace, as far as he has 

hope of obtaining it; and when he cannot obtain it, that he may seek and use all helps and 

advantages of war” (L p92). Other laws of nature set out in ch. 15 include the obligation 

to perform valid “covenants” (L p100), an obligation of “gratitude” for non-covenanted 

benefits (L p105), that each man should try to accommodate himself to the rest (L p106). 

Hobbes gives a list of nineteen laws in all. But he says that they can be “contracted” to 

say that one “should not do that to another, which you would not have done to yourself” 

(L p109). This is a negative variation of the well-known “Golden Rule”, sometimes 

encapsulated as “do as you would be done by”, or “do unto others as you would have 

them do unto you”, which Hobbes cites earlier (L p92) as “whatsoever you require that 

others should do to you, that do you to them”. Thus for Hobbes the content of the laws 

can be summarised as a negative duty of reciprocity This proves to be particularly 

important in relation to “covenants”, that is, the fulfilment of agreements where one side 

has already fulfilled its side of the bargain. 

Defenders of the God-based reading of Leviathan, such as Warrender and Taylor, 

stress that these laws have normative, and indeed imperative, force. Their force, 
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according to these writers, comes from God. The law of nature can be seen not merely as 

advising, but as commanding people to act in a certain way These writers then assume 

that the laws’ imperative force cannot derive purely from motivations which people may 

have in the state of nature. In itself, it may be observed, a motivation is simply a fact, and 

has no normative force at all. Hence the need for God, who steps in as the author of a set 

of commands to guide human conduct, the law of nature. 

But it could be argued that the law’s normative force results from a kind of practical 

necessity rather than a command. That is, once we understand Hobbes’s theory our 

reason is compelled to assent to it. In fact, the appeal to God as commander does not 

obviously solve the problem. Why do God’s commands carry normative force? If it is 

because God commands them, we can ask whether we would have to perform a quite 

different set of actions (including ones we might regard as morally depraved) if God had 

commanded us to do so. If, on the other hand, God commands us to perform the actions 

because they are good or right, the explanation has failed: God’s commands are brought 

in to explain why the law of nature has normative force, but it turns out that God 

commands the actions because they have normative force independent of his commands. 

Natural right(s)

Again in common with other political theorists of his day Hobbes includes an account of 

natural rights in the state of nature. He says that in the state of nature, everybody has a 

right to all things: 

because the condition of man…is a condition of war of everyone against 

everyone; in which case everyone is governed by his own reason; and 

there is nothing he can make use of, that may not be a help to him, in 

preserving his life against his enemies; it follows, that in such a condition, 

every man has a right to everything. 

(L p91) 

It is important first to understand what Hobbes meant by talking of rights. Nowadays, 

when people talk about rights, they are often implicitly saying that other people owe 

duties to the rightholder: for example, people who hold that all human beings have a 

“right to life” often take this to mean that others have duties to refrain from killing them 

(sometimes with certain exceptions, as in wartime or in self-defence). This is not the way 

in which Hobbes understands “right”. For him, if you have a right in the state of nature, 

all that this means is that you are not under a duty or obligation. In his sense you have a 

right, for example, to buy a ticket for a film screening, but this right is not violated if you 

arrive too late and find that all the tickets have been sold. So, when he says that everyone 

has a right to all things in the state of nature, he means that you are under no duty to 

refrain from having or doing anything which might be useful in preserving your own life. 

But, by the same token, nobody has a duty to provide you with anything to which you 

have a right. 

This enables us to see more clearly what Hobbes means by saying that everyone in the 

state of nature has a right to everything (cf. L p100; p214). There is no contradiction in 

the idea that more than one person—and in fact everyone—has a right to some specific 

The state of nature: law and right     57



thing (such as an item of food). He thinks that of no individual thing is it true that it might 

not be of use to a person in trying to save his or her own life. The right to everything is 

derived from the right to self-preservation since, in Hobbes’s view, if you have a right to 

something, you must have the right to whatever you think is an essential means to 

securing that thing. 

The assertion from L p91 that everybody in the state of nature has a right to everything 

should be qualified in two further respects. First, an individual’s right in the state of 

nature is to whatever appears by the use of natural reason to be of assistance in preserving 

his or her life. It does not follow that the individual has a right to all things without 

restriction. For example, Hobbes notes that “every man ha[s] a right to everything, and to 

do whatsoever he th[inks] necessary to his own preservation” (L p214). It might be 

thought on a casual reading that this states that the right of nature is wholly unqualified, 

as if the sentence ended with “everything”. Indeed Hobbes’s punctuation encourages this 

reading. It is however mistaken: the sense of the sentence distributes the phrase 

“whatsoever he thought necessary” over both “right to everything” and “to do”, so that it 

says, in effect, “every man has a right to everything whatsoever he thinks necessary and 

to do whatsoever he thinks necessary to his own preservation”.4 It is thus not, simply a 

right to everything. It is a right to whatever is thought helpful to self-preservation. 

The second qualification to the idea that everybody has a right to everything in the 

state of nature is that the right is an instrumental and conditional one. The right-holder 

must believe that the thing in question will help self-preservation. So I do not have a right 

to something which I know will not promote this (e.g. to administer weed-killer to 

myself). This is not the same as saying that I do not have a right to use the weed-killer to 

preserve myself, for example by poisoning the water-supply of my enemies, and it is the 

fact that more or less anything might come in useful in preserving myself which makes 

the right of nature so extensive. 

Moreover, there must be some restrictions on the rights people have in the state of 

nature, on pain of incoherence. For example, I cannot have the right to deprive you of 

your rights in the state of nature. I cannot unilaterally subject you to some obligation in 

the state of nature which deprives you of the relevant right, that is, the liberty “to do or to 

forbear” in some respect. For, as already stated, that would be to limit your rights, and so 

in whatever sense I retained a right to everything, you would then have less than a right to 

everything. Nor, without authorisation of the sort described by Hobbes in Leviathan chs 

16 to 18 (see Chapter Seven), do I have the right to act for you—that is, to behave in such 

a way that the actions which are naturally mine are taken as being yours. But the capacity 

to act for someone else results from the contract of civil association itself, which makes 

such relationships possible. 

Hobbes conceives of the process of forming a political authority as essentially 

involving the renunciation of rights by each of the participants. He distinguishes the 

transfer of a right from the act of renouncing it. Essentially the difference is that  

I transfer my right to particular individuals (L p92) by relinquishing my right to prevent 

others from enjoying the benefit of their corresponding right, whereas renouncing  

the right involves relinquishing it in respect of everybody else. As Hobbes says, a person 

who renounces “stands aside” for the other person(s) to enjoy their countervailing  
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right. Thus the process of contracting, or “covenanting” is one of removing rather than 

acquiring rights, and those which remain survive from the state of nature. The sovereign 

remains in a state of nature with respect to the subjects. 

SORTING OUT OBLIGATIONS AND RIGHTS 

I have argued so far that the law of nature is a fundamental rule of negative reciprocity Its 

imperative force derives from natural reason, which dictates certain courses of action as 

inescapable. This leaves the question what status Hobbes regarded them as having and 

where their authority comes from. If everyone has a right to everything, that seems to 

imply that there can be no natural obligations or duties. For suppose that there were such 

a natural duty which applied to some individual—say to me. The duty must be a duty of 

mine to do or to refrain from doing something. But then I do not have a right not to do 

that thing (or not to refrain from doing it). So I do not have a right to everything, and so 

not everyone has a right to everything. 

This means either that there is no natural law after all, or that if there is, it fails to 

impose any duties on anyone. And indeed Hobbes seems to say as much in ch. 14: 

though they that speak of this subject, use to confound jus and lex, right
and law, yet they ought to be distinguished; because right, consists in the 

liberty to do, or to forbear; whereas law determines, and binds to one of 

them; so that law and right differ as much as obligation and liberty; which 

in one and the same matter are inconsistent 

(L p91) 

In fact, the mystery deepens when we add to this statement a remark Hobbes makes 

immediately before it, that a law of nature is that which forbids a person to act in a way 

that foreseeably destroys his own life. In a notoriously difficult passage at the start of ch. 

14, Hobbes says that: 

[a] law of nature (lex naturalis) is a precept, or general rule, found out by 

reason, by which a man is forbidden to do that which is destructive of his 

life, or takes away the means of preserving the same; and to omit that by 

which he thinks it may be best preserved. 

(L p91) 

If we are forbidden to do that which is destructive of our own lives, how can we have a 

right (which is a liberty) to everything, and in particular a right to destroy ourselves? 

So on top of the initial puzzle as to how there could be any duty-imposing laws of 

nature at all in the state of nature, we now have a question specifically relating to self-

preservation. On the one hand self-preservation seemed to be a right, but on the other 

hand it is not something which one is free not to pursue. This makes it look not like a 

right, after all, but like a duty or obligation, which “in one and the same matter” is 

“inconsistent” with liberty or right. 
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As a first step towards the answer, we need to remember that Hobbes does not think 

that we have a right to destroy ourselves. The fact that anything might be of use to us in 

preserving our lives is what grounds our right to all things in the state of nature, but 

clearly the (intentional) act of destroying ourselves cannot be of use in preserving our 

lives. So we have no right to do this. But this is not the whole answer, since we do have 

the right of self-preservation, albeit one which it seems we have to exercise. However, 

since our understanding of a right usually includes a discretionary component—that is, a 

right is “the liberty to do, or to forbear”—this looks more like an obligation than a right 

(see Tuck 1979). 

Some writers try to solve these problems by adding to the natural impulse towards 

self-preservation a divinely imposed duty with similar content (see Warrender 1957 

pp212ff. and Warrender 1965; also Taylor 1938 p408). In other words, a divinely created 

natural law is superimposed on the natural impulses which drive individuals towards self-

preservation. On this view, our impulse towards self-preservation explains why we can

follow the divine obligation, but the reason why I ought to submit to the sovereign, as a 

method of self-preservation, is that God commands it. This answers the question about 

the source and, presumably the authority of the law of nature. 

This interpretation fails, however, to explain how the state of nature can be so 

characterised that it both generates the problem—the war of all against all—to which 

political authority offers a solution, and also shows how nature furnishes the means by 

which we can escape from it. Warrender argued that the grounds of our obligation to seek 

peace (i.e. to escape from the state of nature) is that God commands us to do this, and 

therefore the reasons why we are obligated are moral. These are distinct, as Warrender 

argued, from the prudential or self-interested reasons we have for seeking peace. But then 

we are either insufficiently motivated to seek peace to get ourselves out of the state of 

nature, or else people are already sufficiently motivated in the state of nature by the 

thought of peace for the state of nature not to seem that bad. If these are people’s 

underlying dispositions, then it hardly offers a horrific alternative to life under political 

authority.5

It is also not clear that Hobbes was saying in the passage, quoted above from L p91 

about the distinction between law and right, that the law of nature imposes on us an 

obligation to preserve ourselves, or avoid destruction. The phrase “precept or general 

rule, found out by reason, by which a man is forbidden, etc.,” is ambiguous: it is not clear 

whether “which” refers to a precept or general rule, or whether it refers to reason. In the 

Latin version at this point, Hobbes states: “But a law of nature is a precept or general 

rule, worked out by reason, by which [that is, by reason] everyone is prohibited to do that 

which seems to tend to his own destruction”.6 On this reading, Hobbes is not saying that 

the law of nature is what prohibits people from doing what foreseeably will tend to their 

own destruction, but saying rather that it is reason which prohibits them from doing so. 

So presumably “which” in the English version also refers to reason. This may seem to 

be a minor detail, but Warrender attached considerable importance to this passage.  

The reading above gains strong support from ch. 15, where Hobbes argues that keeping 

covenants “is a rule of reason, by which we are forbidden to do anything destructive of 

our life; and consequently is a law of nature” (L p103; emphasis added). The prohibitive 

force derives from reason itself, rather than directly from the obligation of the law of 

nature. In fact, as this passage makes clear, the binding character of the law of nature 
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itself derives from reason. It is the natural force which reason has in making discoveries 

about what best promotes one’s own interests (the interests themselves being given by 

nature), which is the basis of the prohibition (see Darwall 1996 ch.4). 

Here it is important to recall that the laws of nature are “but… theorems” (L p111) 

which tell us, in general terms, how to preserve our lives. Reason has a natural force of its 

own, which compels us to assent to its conclusions. This is the source of the practical 

necessity which can otherwise be understood as a law of nature. The imperative force of 

the laws of nature, then, is derived from the “right reason” which forces us to accept its 

conclusions. This is supported by a passage in De cive, where Hobbes says that the law of 

nature “is the dictate of right reason about what should be done or not done” to preserve 

life and limb for as long as possible (Hobbes 1998 p33). This, then, is the source of the 

law of nature’s authority: the mind is naturally compelled to accept the conclusions 

which reason hands down to it. This need not mean that we are invariably motivated to do 

what we have reason to do: we may be motivated to act irrationally 

The puzzling passage from L p91 can now be explained. In the state of nature I am

free to pursue whatever I think I need for my own preservation. But I do not have a 

choice about whether I preserve myself or not. I am simply driven to seek my own 

preservation. Hobbes seems to have regarded people who seek their own deaths, for 

example by suicide, as insane or demented. Moreover, once I have concluded that 

something is necessary for my preservation, my reason compels me to pursue it. In this 

sense, I am no longer at liberty “to do, or to forbear”. 

Is it nature or reason, for Hobbes, which impels me to seek my preservation? If these 

can come apart, he faces a problem: maybe my nature forces me to act in ways which are 

contrary to reason, that is, irrational. Perhaps this could include the very impulse to self-

preservation. Many people would say that someone who prefers euthanasia to a life of 

acute pain need not be thought of as irrational. If so, reason does not dictate self-

preservation. In the euthanasia case, many would say that it is reasonable to choose death 

if reason declares that one’s death is a greater good (that is, a lesser evil) than remaining 

alive. It seems that Hobbes can only say in response to this that in general reason will 

judge life preferable to death; it would clearly beg the question to argue that, if someone 

prefers death to life, he or she must therefore have lost the use of reason. With this 

qualification, Hobbes can still say that the overwhelming majority of people choose life 

over death, and that the force of reason compels them to assent to whatever is necessary 

to ensure self-preservation. What turns out to be necessary is, of course, political 

authority on the terms Hobbes lays down in Leviathan.

ENTER THE “FOOL” 

So far, then, Hobbes seems to say that “reason” requires self-preservation, and will lend 

its force to the course of action which offers the best promise of achieving this. At this 

point we confront a passage in ch. 15 which has been much debated by Hobbes’s 

commentators. This concerns the so-called “Fool”, who denies that there is any such 

thing as justice. Hobbes says that 
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[t]he Fool has said in his heart there is no such thing as justice… alleging 

that every man’s conservation and contentment being committed to his 

own care, there could be no reason, why every man might not do what he 

thought conduced thereunto: and therefore also to make or not make, keep 

or not keep covenants [i.e. agreements], was not against reason, when it 

conduced to one’s benefit. He… questions, whether injustice, taking away 

the fear of God (for the same Fool has said in his heart there is no God) 

may not sometimes stand with that reason which dictates to every man his 

own good. 

(L p101) 

Here the question is why Hobbes regards the “Fool” as foolish. If I have a right to all 

things, why do I not have a right to break my agreements? The answer to this question 

lies in Hobbes’s view of natural reason. 

Admittedly the “Fool” passage contains obscurities, and this has encouraged 

commentators to graft their own preferred theories onto it. In the notoriously unclear 

passage where the “Fool” asks what follows if “the Kingdom of God” could be secured 

not merely by violence, but by unjust violence (L p101), Hobbes seems to be saying that 

the sanction of divine punishment is not what makes it foolish to renege on covenants. 

Hobbes argues that it would be foolish to use unjust violence to seize the Kingdom of 

God, even though no punishment for the injustice would follow, given that a successful 

usurpation of God would make one omnipotent. Hobbes is clear that “this specious 

reasoning is…false” (L p102).7 But Hobbes’s grounds for saying this are not that it might 

be thought wrong in itself, but that the “Fool” would have no good reason to break his or 

her deal: it is simply a bad bet. Here, “no good reason” can be read as “no good self-

interested reason, given the overwhelming interest people have in their own 

preservation”. Again this is not to deny that people could ever have non-egoistic, that is, 

altruistic, reasons for action. But the state of nature is too constrained for altruism to 

operate. 

This suggests an answer to the question why it is foolish to deny that there is such a 

thing as justice, if the “Fool” has a right to everything in the state of nature. Hobbes 

makes it clear that the “Fool” is foolish not because he or she denies that there is such a 

thing as justice, but because he or she thinks it is a good idea to break his or her 

agreement, even when the other party has already performed: “[f]or the question is not of 

promises mutual, where there is no security of performance on either side…[b]ut either 

where one of the parties has performed already or where there is a power to make him 

perform” (L p102). The point is that failing to perform is irrational, even if in particular 

cases it may in fact pay off, because a rational calculation in advance would have shown 

it to be ill-advised. A bad bet is still irrational, even if you happen to win on it. 

However, this is not the last we shall hear from the “Fool”. In explaining how political 

authority might emerge from the state of nature, we still need to know in what conditions

the “Fool”’s bet is a bad one—that is, when failing to perform one’s side of the bargain is 

irrational. In pursuing this issue in Chapters Five and Six, we will find that the road out 

of the state of nature is less smooth than it may seem. 
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THE ROLE OF THE STATE OF NATURE IN LEVIATHAN

Beneath the questions we have pursued so far in this chapter lurks a more fundamental 

one. Why does Hobbes include a state of nature in Leviathan at all? Although the idea of 

a state of nature plays a role in many political theories, this role varies from theory to 

theory There are a number of different ways in which the idea of the state of nature might 

be thought to justify the political authority or (as Hobbes calls it) the “commonwealth”. 

The first question, accordingly is what role the state of nature is supposed to play in 

Leviathan. The second is whether it fills this role successfully

How, if at all, does the state of nature do the job of justifying political authority? 

There is no consensus on this among Hobbes’s commentators. A first and crude guess as 

to how it does so is set out below. 

SN1.  The sole alternative to political authority is the state of nature.  

SN2.  The state of nature is unbearably nasty  

Therefore,

SN3.  The sole alternative to political authority is unbearably nasty  

Therefore,

SN4.  Imposing political authority is justified,  

which is the sought-after conclusion. 

The argument which purports to establish it, however, is not very convincing. Perhaps 

life under political authority is unbearably nasty too, and so no better than the state of 

nature. Of course, Hobbes himself did not believe this: his whole point is that subjection 

to authority is vastly preferable to anarchy So we could add something like: 

SN3a.  Political authority is much better than the state of nature,  

in an effort to reach SN4. Suppose we plausibly assume, other things being equal, that 

whenever something A is much better than something else B, there is reason to choose A

over B. This might allow us to conclude something along the lines of: 

SN4a.  Other things being equal, we have reason to choose political authority over the 

state of nature.

But this would still not get us to SN4, which draws on the notion of justification. For that 

we need to say:

SN4b.  If, other things being equal, we have reason to choose political authority over the 

state of nature, then imposing political authority is justified.  

The nastiness of the state of nature—the fact that any sane person would want to get out 

of it—may give us a reason to create political authority But this fact does not, by itself, 

obviously justify that authority More generally it is not obvious that if you have reason to 

do something, then some other person or agency is justified in imposing that course of 
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action on you. You may have reason to go to a lecture of mine, but it seems a further step 

to say that I am therefore justified in forcing you to do so, for example by frog-marching 

you into the lecture hall. So the imposition of political authority—which Hobbes accepts 

as a legitimate possibility—still raises questions of justification. 

So there is still a problem with SN4b. Compare the following example. If I am a 

cashier in a bank, I have excellent reason to hand over money to robbers in a hold-up if 

the alternative to my doing so is to be shot dead. Bank robbery is an enforced method of 

redistributing money by transferring it from banks to robbers. But the fact that I have, in 

the circumstances, excellent reason to choose to hand over the money rather than being 

shot dead does not show that the enforced redistribution is justified. 

We need to pursue further the question of how the state of nature justifies political 

authority In Leviathan, the state of nature is presented as a condition from which, in some 

way the political authority emerges, and this appears central to its justificatory role. How 

does an account of its emergence help to show that the political authority is justified? 

Hobbes’s answer seems to be that in order to be justified, the political authority has to 

emerge in a particular way It is clear that Hobbes thought there was reason to choose 

political authority over the state of nature: he remarks, for instance, that: 

the estate [condition] of man can never be without some incommodity or 

other; and that the greatest that in any form of government can possibly 

happen to the people in general, is scarce sensible [perceptible], in respect 

of the miseries and horrible calamities that accompany a civil war. 

(L p128) 

But, as we have seen, this fact by itself is not enough to establish a legitimate 

government. What is required is that people give up their natural right to decide how best 

to achieve their own preservation. More specifically it requires a form of agreement, 

which Hobbes refers to by the term covenant (e.g. L p120; p141). 

Hence Hobbes has to show two things. He needs to show that: 

(I) people in the state of nature would have reason to choose political authority over the 

state of nature; and 

(II) the fact that they would have reason to choose political authority in the state of nature 

justifies that authority 

Investigating (I) further will be the main job undertaken in Chapter Five, while (II) will 

be considered in Chapter Six. One point which the investigation of (I) will have to clarify 

is whether it is enough for Hobbes to show that people have good reason to choose 

political authority or whether he has to show that they do in fact choose it. 

As regards (II), the arguments will have to show, in view of the bank robbery example 

given earlier, how the kind of reason which people have to choose political authority 

justifies that authority 
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has presented what might be called a “static” analysis of Leviathan’s state of 

nature: it has explained what the state of nature is like and the key concepts which 

Hobbes uses in presenting it. But the state of nature can also be considered 

“dynamically”, that is, as a condition from which we are to escape if political authority is 

to be justified. 

Hobbes’s account of the state of nature in Leviathan has generated a huge secondary 

literature. One reason for this is that the state of nature has both to set up the initial 

problem, while also containing the raw materials for its solution. 

Hobbes has to make the state of nature look nasty enough to ensure we prefer life 

under government, while also showing that we do not have to make do with anarchy. 

Most commentators think that this means that Hobbes has to show how the state of nature 

can be escaped from. The trouble is that part of the nastiness of the state of nature is 

precisely that there seems to be no way out of it. I elaborate on this in the next chapter. 
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is defended in Richard Peters, Hobbes (Harmondsworth: Penguin 1956), ch. 7. For an 

acute and nuanced dissection of the possible senses in which Hobbes might be seen as an 

egoist, see Tom Sorell, Hobbes, ch. 1. Also see Kavka, Hobbesian Moral and Political 

Theory, ch. 2, and F.S.McNeilly’s “Egoism in Hobbes”, Philosophical Quarterly 16 

(1966), pp193–206.
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5

STATE OF NATURE TO 

COMMONWEALTH

INTRODUCTION

The last chapter left us with the following question. How does Leviathan’s state of nature 

help Hobbes to show that political authority is justified? I suggested that his answer needs 

to show two things: 

(I) people in the state of nature would have reason to choose political authority over the 

state of nature; and 

(II) the fact that they would choose political authority in the state of nature justifies that 

authority 

It may well have struck the reader that (I) and (II) leave an explanatory gap. To have 

reason to choose to do something is not the same as choosing to do it. So Hobbes needs 

to tell a plausible story not just about how people would have reason to choose political 

authority but that they would choose it in a way which justifies that authority 

Most commentators on Leviathan, though by no means all, think that Hobbes tries to 

justify political authority in the following way. They argue that Hobbes tries first to show 

that people in the state of nature would recognise that they had good reason to get out of 

it; and second, that once people recognise this, they would bind themselves to obey the 

political authority which came about as a result of their decision. Hobbes is taken to be 

offering a story or narrative about how political authority is created. 

JUSTIFICATION AND THE STORY OF AGREEMENT 

This story could take one of several forms, depending on how we decide to interpret 

Leviathan. On the first reading, Hobbes may think that political authority is justified 

because:

(i) people who are now citizens or subjects did, as a matter of fact, agree to leave the state 

of nature and form a political authority 

This is the view that Hobbes intended the state of nature to be seen as historically real.  

I have already indicated ways in which traces of the state of nature survive in or 

alongside the political authority. But it is fairly clear that Hobbes does not think that the 

state of nature persisted in England at the time he was writing. He also says that the state 

of nature “never generally” existed (L p89). We do not know when, or even whether, our 

distant forebears decided to leave the state of nature by making an agreement. It seems 



implausible that they did. Even if they did, we can ask why an agreement which they 

made should bind us now. 

Two further possible readings of Leviathan claim that Hobbes is saying either 

(ii) though our ancestors did not actually agree, they would have agreed, had they found 

themselves in the state of nature; or 

(iii) as (ii), but they would now agree if the alternative which was offered to them were 

the state of nature. 

Rather than seeing it as an actual historical situation, we might regard the state of nature 

as a hypothesis or “thought-experiment”. If the state of nature is a thought-experiment, 

we can imagine the agreement as either having occurred in the hypothetical situation (as 

in (ii) above), or as being presented to us here and now (as in (iii)). 

It is a mistake to think that these are two ways of saying the same thing. The 

justificatory power of (ii) is greater than that of (iii) in at least one respect. Suppose that 

what we are offered is a choice now as citizens, or as individuals who imagine that we are 

neither citizens nor inhabitants of a state of nature, and we rationally choose to live under 

government rather than in the state of nature; this is quite consistent with our having 

rationally chosen to remain in the state of nature, had we found ourselves there to start 

with. What I rationally choose in certain circumstances may depend on where I am when 

I make the choice. The fact that I, as a UK native, rationally prefer living in the United 

Kingdom to (say) Belgium does not show that, had I been a Belgian native, I would not 

rationally prefer living in Belgium to the United Kingdom. 

The main problem with this is that Hobbes does not say much to suggest that either (ii) 

or (iii) is what he has in mind. At the end of ch. 17, Hobbes describes the process by 

which a “commonwealth” is set up. He says that the sovereign is “one person, of whose 

acts a great multitude by mutual covenants with one another, have made themselves 
every one the author” (L p121, emphasis in original). He goes on to say that the 

circumstances in which political authority is set up can either involve actual power, or 

“when men [actually] agree amongst themselves” (L p121). Admittedly Hobbes also says 

that it is “as if” every man had said that he would give up his right of self-government to 

the sovereign (L p120), but here he means only that it would be practically impossible for 

each person literally to make an agreement with everyone else. His point, though, is that 

everyone is bound just as if they had made such an agreement. 

It may seem that this returns us to the historical interpretation of the state of nature. 

But it is also possible to argue that the crucial move is not to regard the state of nature, or 

the agreement to leave it, as historically real, but rather to think of the obligation to agree 

to political authority as real:  

(iv) whether or not they would agree, even hypothetically to accept political authority 

people are under an obligation (e.g. a moral one) to accept such an authority 

So (iv) says that there are independent reasons for entering or remaining in the political 

authority What bears the justification is not any account of how individuals subjected to 

the power of the political authority understand their own reasons for action. Though they 

will, if they are fully informed and rational, come to see that they have reason to obey 

authority this recognition itself is not part of the justification for their doing so. The 

reasons justifying political authority have independent force. Moral reasons are the most 
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obvious, but not the only candidates for this role. The interpretation of Leviathan offered 

by writers such as Howard Warrender fits this pattern (Warrender 1957). Like other 

writers, Warrender in effect offers a story about how justified political authority comes 

into being in Leviathan—it is just that, for him, what carries the burden of justification is 

not agreement itself, but the independent moral obligation to reach agreement. The story 

then explains how the “validating condition” of the obligation can be realised. 

I believe that none of the possibilities (i) to (iv) offers the best account of Hobbes’s 

views, though advocates of each one can point to passages from Leviathan which seem to 

support their case. It is important for the time being to bear in mind that there are these 

different ways of understanding the theory Which one is right will affect not just how

Hobbes’s “commonwealth” is justified, but what sort of organisation a justified political 

authority is. 

The underlying question is whether the agreement which justifies political authority in 

Leviathan needs to take the form of a story at all. As we have seen, the story shows how 

individuals discover reasons for agreeing to political authority which stem from features 

of the state of nature such as its nastiness, or the natural obligations to which they as 

human beings are subject within it. I shall return to these general questions later, and 

eventually cast doubt on whether the story-based form of justification best captures what 

Hobbes seems to have in mind. First, however, we consider a particularly influential 

version of the narrative reading of Leviathan. This is game theory.

LEVIATHAN AND GAME THEORY 

Game theory a branch of economics developed in the twentieth century studies the 

behaviour of individuals acting together in circumstances of partial uncertainty where 

they are faced with a number of possible outcomes. Typically for each outcome, the 

individuals know what they will get if it occurs, but they do not know which outcome 

will occur, and this itself depends on what the individuals do. 

A number of commentators have applied game theory to Hobbes’s political theory 

(Gauthier 1969; Watkins 1973; Hampton 1986; Kavka 1986; Kraus 1993; Slomp 2000). 

It has often been supposed that it is possible to see the individuals in Hobbes’s state of 

nature as being caught in a practical decision problem, much discussed by game theorists, 

known as the Prisoner’s Dilemma. Many interpreters of Hobbes dismiss it as 

unhistorical, since they think that the assumptions on which it is based were only 

developed much later than Leviathan (for discussion of this point, see Further reading, 

Contextualism and interpretative method below). However, the interpretation is widely 

discussed, and needs to be considered partly for this reason. 

The standard example of the Prisoner’s Dilemma is that of two persons accused of 

joint involvement in a crime. After being arrested, they are interrogated separately and 

cannot communicate with each other: each prisoner can either keep quiet, or turn state’s 

evidence against the other—that is, “grass” him or her up to the authorities. The table 

below illustrates the outcomes, which can be thought of as the number of years in jail 

which each prisoner can expect to get, depending on how they both decide to act. It is 

also assumed that all either prisoner wants is to minimise the amount of time in jail for 

him- or herself. In particular, neither prisoner is bothered what happens to the other. 
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Neither is motivated by feelings of altruism or vindictiveness towards his or her partner-

in-crime. 

In the table below, the first outcome listed in each square is the outcome for Prisoner 

1, and the second outcome is that for Prisoner 2. So, for example, if Prisoner 1, opts for 

Keep quiet and Prisoner 2 for Grass (bottom left-hand square), the outcome is worst for 

Prisoner 1, and best for Prisoner 2.  

Table 1 The Prisoner’s Dilemma 

Prisoner 2  

    Grass Keep Quiet

Grass  3rd best; 3rd best  Best; worst  
Prisoner 1

Keep Quiet  Worst; best  2nd best; 2nd best  

The fundamental feature of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, as thus presented, is that if each 

prisoner does what he or she apparently has good reason to do, each will end up worse off 

than he or she would have been had he or she acted otherwise.1 Suppose each prisoner 

asks what the best thing to do is, given an assumption about what the other prisoner does. 

It turns out that each prisoner is better off grassing whatever the other one does, since 

each will get a lower sentence by grassing whether the other also grasses, or keeps quiet. 

In the language of game-theory grassing in this situation is dominant, that is, it is the best 

thing to do regardless of what the other person does. But if each prisoner follows this 

through and talks, then we land in the Grass/Grass quadrant (top left), and each will end 

up worse off than he or she would have been had both kept quiet. 

Despite the artificial air of this example, the Prisoner’s Dilemma seems to be a part of 

our world. Here we can generalise from the “Grass” option to speak of “defecting”. 

Similarly for “Keep quiet” we can speak of “cooperating”. Possible real-life examples, 

which of course involve many individuals rather than just two, include environmental 

pollution, the nuclear arms race, fisheries depletion and over-congestion on the roads.  

In each case it can be argued that each individual is better off defecting, given that 

everyone else is doing it, even though that course of action, when pursued by everyone, 

makes each person worse off than they would have been had everyone cooperated. 

So, for example, in the fisheries case, if country A is defecting by fishing stocks to 

exhaustion in international waters, then, in the absence of any effective regulation to 

guarantee cooperation, country B may as well defect too, trying to grab as many fish as it 

can; but this will leave each country worse off than it would have been had neither 

adopted this policy since no fish stock exists to provide supplies for the future. 

The key feature of the Prisoner’s Dilemma is as follows. There is a course of action 

which gives the best outcome for each individual, regardless of what the other does; but if 

each individual performs that action, each does worse than they could have done by 

acting otherwise. One of the disconcerting features of real-life examples of the Dilemma 

(hereafter “PD”) may be that where many individuals are involved, it may take only a 

few individuals to defect for everyone else’s lot to be dramatically worsened.  

Panic buying in times of anticipated scarcity or panic selling of shares when it is feared 

that their price may be about to fall, are further examples of defecting. And the very 
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possibility that someone will defect to take advantage of general cooperation, as in secret 

nuclear weapons proliferation—the so-called “free-rider” problem—makes general 

cooperation itself unstable. 

Jean Hampton (1986, pp58–59) considers two readings of Hobbes’s state of nature. 

One, the “rationality” account, holds that the state of nature is a state of “war” because it 

is like a PD. Defection is the dominant strategy and getting out of the state of nature 

therefore proves impossible. The second, the “passions” account, holds by contrast that 

though it is rational to leave the state of nature, human beings happen to be driven by 

irrational “passions” which prevent them from doing what it is rational for them to do. 

In the latter case, the structure of the state of nature may correspond not to a PD, but to 

a so-called “Assurance Game”, or AG. Some writers, (e.g. Hampton 1997 pp.45–46) 

think that a PD turns into an AG if the original PD is repeated often enough: while it was 

rational to defect in the one-off PD, over time there is reason to cooperate as long as 

others do so as well (recall that in the oneoff PD, it was still rational to defect even if the 

others cooperated). Here it is no longer rational to defect whatever the other person does. 

It is rational if, but only if, the others defect as well: 

Here there is no dominant strategy but each party has good reason to cooperate as long 

as the other does so. This would make the state of nature very different from one 

modelled on a PD, since people would have a conditional reason for cooperating, rather 

than an unconditional reason for defecting. It would still not guarantee peace. For in a 

climate of fear, any given person may doubt that the others will cooperate, because the 

others in turn each fear that everyone else will not cooperate. And this is one way to 

interpret the uncertainty which makes the state of nature into a state of “war”. 

Table 2 The Assurance Game 

  Player 2  

    Defect Cooperate

Defect  3rd best; 3rd best  2nd best; worst  
Player 1  

Cooperate  worst; 2nd best  best; best  

An example of an AG is driving. Given that we want to avoid death, it makes sense for 

everyone to drive on the same side of the road (cooperate): if everyone else is driving on 

the left, I get no advantage—quite the opposite—from driving on the right. But if others 

drive randomly weaving all over the road, it makes no sense for me to stick to the left. I 

have to be ready to weave around too, if I want to avoid the other cars. In fact, the 

cooperative alternative of sticking to one side of the road will then prove worse than 

weaving around. 
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RATIONALITY IN THE STATE OF NATURE 

The main question is whether—assuming that the game-theory reading of the state of 

nature is correct—it is more like a PD or an AG. In Leviathan there are at least the 

following possibilities concerning the state of nature: 

• Clearly if the state of nature resembles a PD, the news is bad: rational individuals will 

defect (i.e. choose the equivalent of the Grass option), and will not rationally act on 

any reason to cooperate. 

• On the other hand, if the state of nature is more like an AG, rationality will not  

preclude cooperation—that is, it will not be irrational to seek peace. But peace will 

still not be guaranteed, because people may lack the assurances they need in order to 

seek peace. 

Which of these interpretations offers the most convincing picture of Hobbes’s state  

of nature? Let us start with AG. The strongest evidence for thinking that Hobbes regarded 

the state of nature as being like an AG is the “Fool” passage which we considered  

in Chapter Four (L pp101–3). There Hobbes says that it is foolish to renege if others have 

shown their willingness to seek peace, and his argument tries to establish that reneging  

is worse for the “Fool”. If it really is true that mutual cooperation is better for all than 

unilateral defection, the state of nature looks like an AG rather than a PD. 

But matters are more complex than this. If the state of nature is an AG, it ought to be 

fairly easy to get out of it, since everyone’s interests coincide. Hobbes goes out of his 

way though, to stress how bad life is in the state of nature. And the problem with AGs in 

general is that, since it’s better for me to defect if others defect as well, I need assurances 

that they will indeed cooperate. It is no good saying that, because cooperation is best for 

them, they will, since they will have the same worry about me—whether I will cooperate. 

So it seems we cannot rule out the possibility that, though we are in an AG, it still may be 

irrational to cooperate. 

Can we at least rule out PD? On the PD reading, the problem in the state of nature is 

that, although it would be better for each individual to escape the “war” of all against all, 

defection (i.e. refusal to lay down natural rights and submit to a political authority) seems 

to be the dominant course of action. It is sometimes thought (McLean 1981 pp339–40; 

Zaitchik 1982 pp248ff.; Hampton 1986 p90) that this interpretation is supported by a 

distinction which Hobbes draws in ch. 15 between two kinds of obligation, namely 

obligation in foro interno (“in the internal court”), and in foro externo (“in the external 

court”). Hobbes sets out the distinction as follows: 

The laws of nature oblige in foro interno’, that is to say, they bind to  

a desire they should take place: but in foro externo, that is, to the  

putting them in act, not always. For he that should be modest,  

and tractable, and perform all he promises, in such time and place  

where no man else should do so, should but make himself a prey to  

others, and procure his own certain ruin, contrary to the ground of all  
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laws of nature, which tend to nature’s preservation. And again, he  

that having sufficient security that others shall observe the same  

laws towards him observes them not himself, seeks not peace but war. 

(L p110)2

Thus, I am always obligated to desire the fulfilment of the laws of nature—the most 

important of which commands me to “seek peace” with other human beings. But, in some 

circumstances, I may not be obligated to act on this desire. In fact, I may be obligated to 

make war, if this happens to be the best way of preserving my life: the second law of 

nature commands that we should all “defend ourselves”, using “all helps and advantages 

of war” (L p92). This means not merely that it is not against the law of nature to choose 

“war” if others are doing so, but that the law of nature requires me to continue hostilities 

in these circumstances. For the “ground” of the law of nature is “preservation” (L p110). 

However, the last sentence seems to rule out the PD interpretation. Someone who 

defects while others cooperate violates the law of nature, which commands self-

preservation. This is because it is a worse bet, if the necessary assurances exist, to 

defect—that is, remain in a warlike posture—than to seek peace. A person who does this 

seeks “the destruction of his nature by violence” (L p110). But if the state of nature is a 

PD, defection is still the rational, because dominant, action. As we have seen, Hobbes 

denies that if others are cooperating, it still makes sense to defect oneself by disobeying 

the law if one can get away with it. 

Some commentators have suggested that the state of nature could be seen as an 

iterated PD (e.g. Hampton 1986). Here the idea is that instead of a one-off encounter 

between two individuals, PDs are repeated indefinitely often in the state of nature, 

including rematches between the same individuals. As investigation has shown, more 

cooperation-friendly strategies become possible with iterated PDs. It turns out that the 

most rational strategy is “tit for tat”, that is, my best strategy is to copy whatever you did 

in the previous round of the game (Axelrod 2006). In the iterated PD, then, Grass is no 

longer dominant, and I have a conditional motive to seek peace if you have given 

evidence previously of a desire to do the same. 

However, it is hard to fit the iterated PD into Hobbes’s state of nature. It is true that 

this kind of expectation is often justified in small communities, and thus game theory can 

explain the prevalence of cooperative behaviour there as contrasted, for example, with 

cities, where the population is larger and more mobile. But this is the case only where a 

significant degree of social life already exists, which is of course not the case in 

Leviathan’s state of nature (L pp89–90). As Hobbes describes it, the state of nature will 

lack the stability needed to justify the expectation that encounters with specific 

individuals will be repeated (let alone repeated indefinitely often). Hobbes seems indeed 

to envisage that many if not most of the two-person encounters in the state of nature will 

result in the death or one person or the other (e.g. L p70; p87). 

What has been said so far seems to rule out the idea that the state of nature is a PD, 

since Hobbes explicitly says that defection when others cooperate is irrational (L p110). 

Hobbes does seem to endorse the view that humans behave irrationally by failing to seek 

peace when the opportunity for it arises. If so, his view must be something like this: if 

people were reasonable, they would see that they are in an AG; but in fact they behave as 
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if they were in a PD, that is, they defect—make “war”—when they in fact have reason to 

cooperate by seeking peace (Hampton 1986 pp80–92). 

On the evidence so far, Hobbes upholds the following claims about the state of nature: 

H1  Ideally humans seek peace, not war.  

H2  If I know that others seek peace, it is irrational not to seek peace myself.  

H3  If others make “war”, it is not irrational, and in fact is rational, for me to make 

“war” as well.  

Unfortunately this is not the end of the story The problem for people in the state of 

nature, as Hobbes says in ch. 13, is that they do not know what everybody else intends to 

do. Even if I believe that everyone has a conditional reason to seek peace, I cannot 

assume that others will behave rationally. So the condition itself—that others are known 

to be seeking peace—may not be met. So I run the risk that others will make war. And of 

course, as we have seen, “war” on Hobbes’s definition just is the absence of any rational 

expectation that others will behave peaceably.3

I have reason to seek peace if I know others are committed to seeking it. But I do not 

know this, and may have good grounds for believing the opposite. Hobbes himself 

stresses the uncertainty of the state of nature in ch. 13. So we can say that in the state of 

nature: 

H4  Nobody knows whether others are seeking peace.  

What should I do in this situation? If I do not know whether others are seeking peace, it 

might seem that no action is dominant: for I may be in an AG, where no action is 

dominant. In particular, making “war” is not dominant. But of course the stakes could 

hardly be higher: my life is on the line. In these conditions I will want cast-iron evidence 

that others seek peace before I lay down my arms. Without this evidence, I will most 

likely play safe and assume warlike dispositions in others. This suggests that: 

H5  Seeking peace is rational if, and only if, I know that others are committed to seeking 

peace.

But, given the uncertainty of the state of nature, 

H6  I do not know that others are committed to seeking peace.  

So,

H7  It is not rational for me to seek peace.  

And, since everyone else can reason the same way the state of nature remains a state of 

“war”. So it seems that even if it is an AG, the state of nature cannot overcome the 

assurance problem. All this is consistent with Hobbes’s view that it is rational for me to 

seek peace if I know that others do so. If someone has laid down his arms, this provides 

the necessary assurance. But on the argument above, laying down one’s arms first is 

irrational. Hobbes is explicit that it is not irrational to follow suit if others have already 

laid down their arms. But the first party to lay down its arms lacks the assurance that 
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others will follow suit. It is not enough simply to say that following suit is not irrational. 

Even if this is true, given the stakes, someone who gives up their means of self defence 

will not wish to gamble that others will behave rationally Hobbes spells this out in ch. 14: 

[i]f a covenant be made, wherein neither of the parties perform presently, 

but trust one another; in the condition of mere nature (which is a condition 

of war of every man against every man) upon any reasonable suspicion, it 

is void. But if there be a common power set over them both, with right 

and force sufficient to compel performance, it is not void. For he that 

performs first has no assurance the other will perform after…And 

therefore he who performs first, does but betray himself to the enemy. 

(L p96) 

Of course, I may decide to make a bold gesture of cooperation. But even if I accept 

Hobbes’s views about the “Fool”, this does not mean I have acted rationally.  

That depends not only on whether I think you will act rationally in response, but also 

what I think you will yourself regard as rational. A lot of political life, like personal life, 

involves planning for other’s failure to do what one regards as rational. If I predict that 

you will think it rational to defect, I have to act accordingly—defend myself—even if I 

think that it would be rational for you to cooperate. So it seems that peace cannot get 

started.

JUSTIFICATION AND THE NARRATIVE STRATEGY 

To sum up the position so far: even if the state of nature is an AG in the sense that it is 

rational to repay peace-making with peace-making, there is no secure pathway to peace. 

The situation looks like a classic Catch-22. We can generate the cooperation needed for 

peace only if those who first lay down their arms have assurances that others will do 

likewise. These assurances can only stick if there is a person or body who wields supreme 

power, the sovereign. But the sovereign exists only if there is peace, that is, if others have 

followed suit in laying down their arms. In short, it seems we need assurances in order to 

underwrite peace, but also need peace to underwrite the assurances. By themselves, 

promises or “covenants” lack the power to force people to act pacifically In a famous 

passage, Hobbes says that “without the sword”, covenants “are but words, and of no 

strength to secure a man at all” (L p117; cf. p94; p102; p123). So Hobbes’s remarks about 

the “Fool”, which suggest that the state of nature is an AG rather than a PD, offer scant 

comfort. Rational individuals will still make “war” rather than seeking peace. 

Life in the state of nature is certainly a bummer. People in it may well think that 

anything else would be preferable, and specifically life under political authority But that 

recognition is not enough to propel them out of the state of nature, because one of the 

nasty aspects of the state of nature is that it offers no stable basis for cooperation. As a 

result, nobody can be confident that laying down one’s arms will be rewarded rather than 

being punished. That confidence will come about only when there is a “sword” which 
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makes others reciprocate when someone lays down their arms. But the sword—at least in 

the form of a supreme power created by all for mutual defence—itself requires 

cooperative behaviour. 

This Catch-22 can be reformulated to apply to the narrative strategy itself: that is, the 

project of justifying political authority by telling a story which shows how people in the 

state of nature come to see that they have good reason to leave it. The state of nature has 

to be very bad in order to do its job of justifying political authority But it is bad precisely 

(though not only) because cooperation in it is impossible. It seems that Hobbes has stated 

his case too well. In making the state of nature bad enough to ensure that nobody would 

choose it, Hobbes makes it so bad that nobody can escape it. The pathway out of the state 

of nature proves to be a dead end. 

If so, it seems we have to choose one of the following alternatives: either Hobbes 

made a botch of his attempts to justify political authority by showing how people would 

decide to escape the state of nature; or he was not following a narrative strategy in 

Leviathan after all. Let us consider this second possibility. Part of the case for thinking 

that Hobbes was not following the story-based strategy is negative. 

We first need to bring out an assumption which underlies the narrative strategy The 

assumption is in fact a standard one in modern political theory It can be set out as 

follows: 

The Assumption. If the story about how people leave the state of nature is 

to justify political authority, it needs to give them reasons to create an 

authority which, if acted upon, will generate a basis for the authority in 

people’s consent. 

The important idea here is that the story gives people reasons for creating political 

authority reasons on which they can act. Fairly obviously a further supposition underlies 

The Assumption: that a necessary condition for justifying political authority is that people 

consent to it, which is a standard liberal claim. 

The Liberal Claim. If political authority is justified, then people must 

consent to it. 

Now, although Hobbes does give a very strong reason for wanting a political  

authority—that the state of nature is so grim—this seems to fall short of providing a 

compelling reason for creating an authority It is not compelling, because “war” pervades 

the state of nature, and I seem to have stronger reason for remaining in a warlike posture 

when others are making “war”. So the demand posed by the Assumption—that the story 

gives reasons for people to act on, and create a political authority in the state of nature—

cannot be satisfied. And this is why game-theoretical descriptions of the state of nature in 

Leviathan seem to hit a brick wall. 

As a first step towards solving these problems, we should unpick the key idea in the 

Assumption, that a justification of political authority needs to give people reasons in the 

state of nature for creating the authority However, the phrase “give people reasons” is 

ambiguous. Reasons may be compelling, that is, in the circumstances they may provide 

an overriding ground for acting in a certain way as with the Mafia’s making someone “an 
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offer he couldn’t refuse”. But the reasons in question may not be so decisive. I may give 

you a reason simply by referring to some consideration which could in principle provide 

a reason for someone to act in a certain way So in this sense I might be said to give you a 

reason to jog, for instance, by citing the health benefits of jogging, even if you couldn’t 

care less about healthy living, or have only a mild interest in health which is not strong 

enough to override your indolence. Health is still, in a sense, a reason for acting—but it is 

not a reason on which you do act. 

Now we can see that the Assumption is ambiguous. It talks of “reasons to create a 

political authority” as a way of generating consent to that authority In one sense, 

Hobbes’s state of nature clearly does give us strong reason to create political authority—

the reason being the grimness of the state of nature. But the fact that there is reason to 

escape the state of nature by creating political authority will not make it rational, all 

thinks considered, for us to try to do it. If He have reason to think that others will act 

irrationally or will think that I will act irrationally then the grimness of the state of nature 

will not suffice to lead me to seek peace. 

As a rough parallel, consider addiction. If I am a helplessly addicted cigarette smoker, 

I may or may not recognise the health benefits of quitting. I may find the reasons 

compelling. But even if I do recognise them, the very fact that I am addicted may mean 

that I cannot in fact quit. Moreover, someone who is not addicted, but witnesses my 

pitiful wheezing, may well think not only that health gives reasons for not starting to 

smoke, but also that since nicotine is highly addictive, a further reason for not doing so is 

that one is liable to get hooked. So deciding to smoke now may impair one’s ability to act 

on certain reasons later on. Leaving aside the cost, it would not matter so much that 

smoking is unhealthy in itself if it were not addictive. But given that it is addictive, I have 

further reason not to start. 

This is only a rough parallel, because for the addict the reasons do at least point in the 

right direction, whereas in the state of nature, as I have argued, they point the other way 

The addict may well recognise that there is good reason to kick the habit, despite being 

unable to do so, and think there is no good reason—just the force of habit—for going on 

with it. However, despite the awfulness of the state of nature, each individual in it has 

reason to choose “war” rather than seeking peace: it is this which makes the state of 

nature so hard to escape. 

What the addict and the person in the state of nature have in common is that both 

would like to be in a situation where they do not have to act as they currently find 

themselves constrained to act. The reasons on which they wish to act are inoperative in 

their current circumstances. Having compelling reason to create political authority does 

not make it possible to create it in the state of nature. 

So either we have to drop the Assumption, or else interpret it so that the justification 

of political authority does not require that individuals act on reasons for seeking peace. It 

is important to see that this does not, in itself, require us to drop the Liberal Claim. We 

can still require that political authority rest on consent, without demanding that the 

justification for it gives reasons on which people in the state of nature can act. 

But, in doing so, we have abandoned the narrative strategy We no longer tell a story  

in which people in the state of nature escape from it by realising they have good reason  

to seek peace. They still have a good conditional reason to do so, if there is good  

reason to think that others are seeking peace. But either they fail to realise that this  
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reason exists, or they do realise it, but they cannot act on it, because the condition is  

not satisfied. In their situation, they have other and stronger reasons for choosing  

“war”.

VARIETIES OF POLITICAL AUTHORITY 

The story-based approach to justification faces a further problem. In chs 18 to 20, Hobbes 

discusses the different ways in which a commonwealth or sovereign power may be 

brought into being. In these chapters Hobbes distinguishes between what he calls a 

“commonwealth by institution” and a “commonwealth by acquisition”. The distinction is 

between political authorities which arise through conquest by a single dominant power, 

and those which come about by mutual agreement. In a commonwealth by institution, 

“the men who choose their sovereign, do it for fear of one another” (L p138).  

He amplifies this by saying that “[a] commonwealth is said to be instituted, when a 

multitude of men do agree and covenant, every one with every one” to appoint a person 

or body as their political representative (L p121). By contrast, in a commonwealth by 

acquisition, people “subject themselves to him they are afraid of”; in this case, “the 

sovereign power is acquired by force” (L p138). 

So far this may simply look like a classification of different ways in which the 

commonwealth can arise. People—the future subjects—either agree to institute a 

sovereign through fear of one another, or else they submit through fear of a powerful 

conqueror. The oddity though, is that despite Hobbes’s evident concern that people may 

think that they have good reason to choose “war” rather than peace in the state of nature, 

in ch. 19 he readily allows that people may come together in the state of nature when they 

agree to set up a sovereign by promising—that is, they may create a “commonwealth by 

institution”. 

But, as I have argued, it is very hard to extract from Hobbes’s theory a coherent 

account of how this happens, if people act rationally If the state of nature is a PD, or even 

if it is an AG, the very fact that it is a state of “war” makes it impossible to create the 

trust needed for cooperation. Moreover, Hobbes introduces the notion of a 

commonwealth by institution only a couple of pages after he insists that unless promises 

are backed up by force, they are “mere words”. It is true that Hobbes says that if a 

political authority is instituted, the operative motive is men’s “fear of one another”  

(L p138). But this fear, in the state of nature, puts men on a warlike footing rather than 

impelling them to seek peace. So we are still left with a puzzle about why Hobbes is 

ready to accept that a political authority can be instituted, as well as forged by conquest. 

There is a further reason to question the story-based approach to justification. 

According to it, the difference between a commonwealth by acquisition and one by 

institution should be fundamental, since there is a force which can compel the 

performance of agreements in the one case, but not in the other. If so, Hobbes  

should have thought that political authority could be set up by acquisition, but not by 

institution, since only when people face overwhelming force will they be scared into 

keeping their agreement. The commonwealth by institution ought to be an idle wheel  

in Hobbes’s theory His argument about the irrationality of the “Fool” in ch. 15 shows 

only that if others are cooperating, it is not irrational to follow suit. But this is far  
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from saying that it is rational for me to take the lead in laying down my arms, even  

if I believe with Hobbes that others would have rational grounds for following me if I  

did so. 

Nonetheless, Hobbes gives no sign of thinking that it makes any difference to the 

justification of the commonwealth, whether political authority is instituted or acquired. 

He explicitly states, moreover, that the rights of the sovereign are the same, regardless of 

which form the commonwealth takes: “the rights and consequences of sovereignty are the 

same in both” (L p139). Hobbes goes on to say that “the rights and consequences of both 

paternal and despotical dominion [i.e. forms of commonwealth by acquisition] are the 

very same with those of a sovereign by institution… [f]or the sovereign is absolute over 

both alike” (L p142). These claims rest, in turn, on Hobbes’s views about the nature of 

consent, as we shall see in Chapter Six. 

His underlying aim here is to block those who argue that certain kinds of political 

authority are legitimate whereas others are not. In particular, he wants to refute the claim 

that a political authority instituted by the consent of each individual is more legitimate 

than one founded on conquest. This claim assumes that it matters for legitimacy how the 

political authority began. But Hobbes dismisses this as irrelevant. The “rights and 

consequences of sovereignty” are the same, irrespective of how the political authority 

came into being, since they have to be absolute if we are to avoid relapsing into a state of 

“war” (L p142). And, in any case, if legitimacy depends on consent as is claimed, those 

who submit through fear of a conqueror have consented, as have those who seek peace 

through fear of one another (L p138). 

For Hobbes, then, it makes no difference at all to the jurisprudential relation between 

the sovereign and the subjects which pathway has been followed. His rhetorical move is 

to argue that the means by which authority arises matters less than the form of political 

order which it inaugurates. The point may be taken as a counterfactual one, which 

attempts to reduce to absurdity the claim that it matters how the authority comes into 

being—matters, that is, for the resulting parcels of rights and obligations held by 

sovereign and subjects. It is because the parcels are exactly the same regardless of how 

the commonwealth arises that it makes no difference even if it could come about through 

institution. 

So, since “the rights and consequences” are the same regardless of whether the 

political authority comes about by conquest or agreement, it cannot matter greatly to 

Hobbes how that authority arises. The justification of political authority cannot depend 

on the story we tell about its origins. However, it may be said that we cannot infer, from 

the fact that different political authorities have the same rights and consequences, that it 

does not matter for their justification how they came into being. We should distinguish 

what justifies authority in general from what rights and consequences particular political 

authorities may have. So the authorities’ justification may still depend essentially on how 

they originated, even if the same bundle of rights and consequences follows in each case. 

It is true in principle that political authorities could have the same set of rights but 

different justifications. Of course, if the justification fails, they presumably will lack any 

rights. But Hobbes is in any case offering a functional justification of political authority 

What matters if subjects’ obedience to the authority is to be justified is, first, that it serves 

the end of protecting them and, second, that they agree to it, whether this agreement is 

thought of as having been given in advance or retrospectively The agreement is real, even 
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though it may be couched in hypothetical terms. The hypothesis is that we as subjects are 

bound as if we really had met and exchanged contracts (L p120), each person with 

everybody else—though, of course, we never did. 

In other words, the political authority is founded on a collective act of imagination.  

It is imagined that our real consent to be subject to political authority is grounded in an 

agreement made by each person with everybody else. The subjects really are bound to 

obey the political authority As Hobbes stresses, “it is a real unity of them all, in one and 

the same person” (L p120; emphasis added). In imagining that we renounce our rights, 

and authorise the sovereign to act on our behalf, we really do perform the acts of 

renunciation and authorisation. It belongs to our power as political agents that we can 

make the imaginary real. Because of this, it no longer makes sense for the purposes of 

justification to ask whether the hypothesis on which the justification rests is really true or 

not. The actions of political agents give the agreement the reality it needs. 

As Hobbes says in ch. 18, it is 

vain to grant sovereignty by way of precedent covenant…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… when an assembly of 

men is made sovereign, then no man imagines any such covenant to have 

passed in the institution, 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”… [M]en see not the reason to be alike in a 

monarchy. 

(L p123) 

In other words, there never was an agreement to establish a government. In Hobbes’s 

description of “commonwealths by institution” in ch. 19, he does indeed envisage a 

“covenant” of individuals with one another, such as could fit the description “the people 

of Rome made a covenant with the Romans”. But he explains in the above passage that 

this description should not be taken literally, either in the case of sovereign assemblies or 

monarchies. There is no point in making such an agreement because it antedates the 

forging of the “public sword”, and hence individuals cannot at the time be held to it. 

What does make sense, however, is that individuals can be thought of as bound to an 

agreement they have made, expressly or tacitly, when the “sword” already exists. He does 

say that the folly of the “Fool” lies in failing to respond cooperatively to the cooperative 

actions of others. But this is far from saying that the basis for cooperation already 

exists—or can exist—in the state of nature.4

For Hobbes, then, what justifies authority, and distinguishes it from brute force, is the 

fact of renouncing or transferring rights.5 The crucial thing is the fact that the rights are 

renounced or transferred, not the process by which people are thought of as doing this. 
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CONCLUSION

The argument of this chapter has been rather tortuous, and I will briefly review it. I began 

by distinguishing various ways of reading the role of agreement in Leviathan’s

justification of political authority each of which relies on the idea that Hobbes is telling a 

story about how people in the state of nature come to see that they have good reason to 

agree to set up a sovereign. We then looked at the difficulties which face the game-

theoretic version of this story I distinguished between seeing the state of nature as a 

Prisoner’s Dilemma or PD, in which non-cooperation in the form of warlike behaviour is 

rational, and an Assurance Game or AG, where individuals have good reason to 

cooperate by seeking peace, provided that others do the same. 

Some textual evidence supports the view that Hobbes saw the state of nature as an AG 

instead, particularly the “Fool” passage in ch. 15. But this is not conclusive, because 

Hobbes appears to acknowledge (perhaps reluctantly) that it is an AG only if there is 

already a common power—the very thing the agreement to leave the state of nature was 

meant to bring about. So it looks as though without a sovereign, people lack sufficient 

assurance to make peace rather than continue in “war”. I can acknowledge that it would
be better for all if everyone behaved peaceably—this is the force of Hobbes’s claim that 

the law of nature, which commands us to seek peace, does not always obligate us in foro 

externo. But this is not enough to make people rationally seek peace. And, if I do not 

think that others will rationally seek peace, it becomes irrational for me to do so. 

The fact that it might be rational to seek peace would not, in any case, show that 

people will behave rationally Even if rationality dictates that the schedule of rewards 

contained in the AG correctly describes the state of nature, it does not follow that people 

will behave as if they are in one, rather than in a PD.6 But if they do seek to continue 

“war”, when they are really in an AG, then it is rational for me to do what it would be 

rational to do if I really were in a PD: defect. This may not even (contrary to what Jean 

Hampton implies: 1986 p64) be because anyone is acting irrationally: a person has 

rational grounds for defecting if there are rational grounds for believing that others will 

defect, even if defecting would not otherwise be rational. But if it is rational to defect, we 

will indeed be stuck in the state of nature. So people may well have insufficient rational 

grounds for cooperation even if they are in an AG, and know that they are. 

Hobbes’s distinction between a “commonwealth by institution” and a “commonwealth 

by acquisition” is hard to make sense of if we assume that he was trying to map a route 

out of the state of nature. This route is clear enough in the case of acquisition, that is, 

conquest, but not at all in the case of institution, that is, agreement. But Hobbes is 

emphatic that it makes no difference to the resulting bundle of rights and obligations how 

sovereignty comes into being. The upshot of his argument is that it is irrelevant how the 

political authority comes about. 

The disturbing thing about the state of nature is that it seems that we cannot do what 

we have good reason to do. Hobbes’s argument stakes out the limits of reason in humans’ 

collective life. And when reason vacates the scene, power steps in to take its place. 
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FURTHER READING 

Leviathan chs 14, 15 

Proponents of the game-theory interpretation

The game-theory (also known as rational choice theory) interpretation of Leviathan has 

been much discussed. For classic statements, see: David Gauthier, The Logic of 
Leviathan (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1969); Jean Hampton, Hobbes and the Social 

Contract Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1986); Gregory Kavka, 

Hobbesian Moral and Political Theory (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1986). 

See also Gabriella Slomp, Thomas Hobbes and the Political Philosophy of Glory

(Basingstoke: Macmillan 2000). 

Of these works, Hampton’s interpretation has perhaps been the most extensively 

debated in recent years. She concludes that individuals in the state of nature are kept there 

because some people are too “shortsighted” to realise that cooperation is the rational 

long-term strategy, and therefore the rational response to this is to pre-empt rather than 

cooperate (Hampton 1986 ch. 3). As I argued earlier in this chapter, it is unclear that the 

state of nature would have even the minimally structured interaction needed for two-

person PDs to be repeated. 

Gauthier provides an updated restatement of his views in his “Hobbes’s Social 

Contract”, in G.A.J.Rogers and Alan Ryan (eds), Perspectives on Thomas Hobbes
(Oxford: Oxford University Press 1988), where he argues that the state of nature is not, 

after all, a PD. See also Gauthier’s Morals by Agreement (Oxford: Clarendon Press 

1986). For Kavka’s interpretation of the state of nature as a state of war, see his 

“Hobbes’s War of All Against All”, Ethics 93 (1983), pp291–310. 

Critical discussion of the game-theory interpretation

Jodie Kraus, The Limits of Hobbesian Contractarianism (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press 1993) has a detailed discussion and comparison of the views of 

Gauthier, Hampton and Kavka. For further discussion, see Russell Hardin, “Hobbesian 

Political Order”, Political Theory 9 (1991), pp156–80. For critical discussion of 

Hampton, see Ishtiyaque Haji, “Hampton on State-of-Nature Cooperation”, Philosophy 

and Phenomenological Research 51 (1991), pp589–601. See also Hampton’s reply in the 

same issue, pp603–9. 

For a full critical discussion of Hampton’s and Kavka’s books, see David Gauthier, 

“Taming Leviathan”, in Philosophy and Public Affairs 17 (1987), pp280–98. Another 

valuable discussion of the interpretations of Kavka and Hampton is Edwin Curley, 

“Reflections on Hobbes: Recent Work on His Moral and Political Philosophy”, Journal 

of Philosophical Research 15 (1990), pp169–250: see especially pp192–211. See also ch. 

2 of Hampton, Political Philosophy (Boulder, CO: Westview Press 1997), for a briefer 

discussion by her of Hobbes’s contract. Older discussions are contained in Iain McLean, 

“The Social Contract in Leviathan and the Prisoner’s Dilemma Supergame”, Political 
Studies 29 (1981), pp339–51, and Alan Zaitchik, “Hobbes’s Reply to the Fool:  

The Problem of Consent and Obligation”, Political Theory 10 (1982), pp245–66. 
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Pasquale Pasquino, “Hobbes, Religion and Rational Choice: Hobbes’s Two 

Leviathans and the Fool”, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 82 (2001), pp406–19, argues 

(as I have) that the significance of the game-theoretic elements of the state of nature is 

not to provide a basis from which individuals in it can exit from it, but precisely to show 

that the state of nature is inescapable. Pasquino accordingly denies Hampton’s claim that 

unless Hobbes can show how one can escape the state of nature, Hobbes’s “argument 

collapses”, as Hampton argues in Hobbes and the Social Contract Tradition (p132). 

For the view that the state of nature is an AG rather than a PD, see Alan Ryan, 

“Hobbes’s Political Philosophy” in Tom Sorell (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 

Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1996). Ryan argues that Hobbesian 

individuals are not utility-maximisers; instead they are “disaster-avoiders” (p224), and 

this means that they will cooperate if they are given sound reason for believing that the 

other party will cooperate. 

Background on game theory/rational choice theory

For a useful overview of game theory and rational choice, see J. Morrow, Game Theory 

for Political Scientists (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1993). An accessible 

brief introduction is Michael Allingham’s volume in the Very Short Introductions series 

on Choice Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2002). Brian Skyrms, The Evolution 

of the Social Contract (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1996) gives a useful and 

concise general account of the relevance of game theory to the idea of the social contract. 

A classic exposition of the game-theoretic path to cooperative behaviour is Robert 

Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation, revised edition (New York: Perseus 2006), 

which explores rational action under repeated PDs. 

Sceptics about the game-theoretic interpretation

Many writers on Hobbes display their scepticism about the game-theoretic approach to 

Leviathan simply by ignoring it. This is true of the Cambridge School (see next section). 

Others, however, address it only to repudiate it. For a sceptical view about the 

applicability of game theory and the PD in particular, to Hobbes’s state of nature, see 

Richard Tuck, “Hobbes’s Moral Philosophy” in T.Sorell (ed.), The Cambridge 

Companion to Hobbes, especially pp193ff., though Tuck’s reasoning here is clearly 

influenced by his wider reading of Leviathan. For further doubts about the applicability 

of game theory to Leviathan, see Patrick Neal, “Hobbes and Rational Choice Theory”, 

Western Political Quarterly 41 (1988), pp635–52; R.Rhodes, “Hobbes’s Unreasonable 

Fool”, Southern Journal of Philosophy 30 (1992), pp177–89; and Andrew Alexandra, 

“Should Hobbes’s State of Nature be Represented as a Prisoner’s Dilemma?”, Southern 

Journal of Philosophy 30 (1992), pp1–16. 

Contextualism and interpretative method

There is a lively debate as to how best to approach the interpretation of historical texts, in 

which Leviathan has often been cited as an example. The contextualist or Cambridge 

School of interpretation, of which Quentin Skinner is the doyen, argues that interpreting 
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texts is an irreducibly historical enterprise. Broadly for contextualists, interpretation is a 

matter of understanding not only what the text means, but what its author intended in 

writing it, and it is held that intentions are fixed or bounded by the local historical 

context. For the classic statement of this view, see the essays collected in Quentin 

Skinner, Visions of Politics I: Regarding Method (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press 2002), especially essays 1, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7. 

Others question the contextualists’ faith that “the” meaning of texts such as Leviathan

is historically bounded. For a good critical discussion of contextualism, see David 

Boucher, Texts in Context: Revisionist Methods for Studying the History of Political 

Theory (Dordrecht: M.Nijhoff 1985). 

The obvious objection for contextualists to make against the game-theoretic reading is 

that it is anachronistic, because game theory was invented three hundred years after 

Leviathan was published, in the mid-twentieth century (by the mathematicians 

Morgenstern and von Neumann). The trouble with this claim is that it is question-

begging: it affords no leverage against someone who claims that some aspects of 

Morgenstern and von Neumann’s work were anticipated by Hobbes. To argue that game 

theory hadn’t been invented in the mid-seventeenth century assumes what is to be proved.  
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6

CONTRACT AND CONSENT

INTRODUCTION

In the last couple of chapters we have puzzled over Leviathan’s state of nature.  

In Chapter Five, we asked how the nastiness of the state of nature furthers Hobbes’s aim 

of justifying political authority, given that people have good reason to prefer that 

authority to the state of nature. I argued that it is hard to make sense of the justification as 

a story about how people come to leave the state of nature and set up political authority 

Rather, the state of nature proves to be unleavable, at least by rational decision. It is not 

that we actually were in the state of nature, and agreed to leave it, because there is no 

rational pathway from it to political authority. In the absence of such a pathway we 

cannot think of ourselves as leaving it even hypothetically 

At the same time, Hobbes does not think that political authority is justified simply 

because there is some common power which dominates everyone else. Rather authority 

requires agreement: it is not that someone who is “vanquished” in battle is “obliged 

because he is conquered, that is to say beaten and taken, or put to flight; but because he 

comes in and submits to the victor” (L p141).

In this chapter we shall see what Hobbes takes “submission” to involve. 

CONTRACT AND JUSTIFICATION 

Many modern and past political theorists have thought that political authority can be 

justified by means of a contract. A contract is a formal promise or undertaking, which 

creates an obligation to do something which did not previously exist. Hobbes seems to 

propose a contract of sorts in Leviathan when he explains how political authority is 

justified. But what sort of contract is it? What role does it play in his theory? And does it 

in fact justify political authority? 

Because contracts create obligations, they have proved attractive to political theorists 

who are trying to justify political authority particularly when they ask how such an 

authority could legitimately arise from the state of nature. As we saw in Chapter Five, 

they have thought that the way to justify political authority was by explaining how a 

legitimate political authority could come into existence from an initial situation in which 

it did not exist. Most theorists assume that if a political authority is legitimate, then it 

must impose on its citizens obligations which did not exist before the authority itself did. 

So, on this view, we need to justify obligations in order to justify political authority 

A contract is attractive to these theorists, accordingly because it creates obligations 

where none previously existed. The most obvious example is that of promising. Most 

people believe that if I promise to do something, I thereby assume an obligation to do that 



thing.1 For example, if I promise to look after your Dachshund for the afternoon, I have 

taken on an obligation where none existed before. Admittedly the issue is often muddied 

in modern discussions when writers assume either that we are already under an obligation 

to contract, or at least that the fact that we would agree to contract in some imaginary 

situation means that we are bound as if we really had contracted.2 Once this move is 

made, the initial attraction of contract—that it bases obligation on a voluntary 

agreement—threatens to vanish, because the agreement concerned need no longer be one 

that people actually make. One reply is to say that the contract is just a picturesque way 

of justifying the obligations to which we are subject anyway But then it seems that 

agreement drops out of the picture. The point is not that people really agree—it is just 

that they should, or would do if they were rational. 

Nonetheless, contracts remain attractive to political theorists who want to explain how 

we could become obligated to obey political authority Contractual devices also appeal 

because they offer the prospect of harmonising distinct kinds of normative concern or 

interest. Once I have promised or contracted to do something, the very fact that I have 

thereby assumed an obligation creates a distinct reason for doing that thing. That reason, 

moreover, is of a binding kind: it is not just that it then becomes nice, or a good idea, to 

do the thing—rather it becomes a matter of obligation. This seems to many political 

theorists a good way of capturing the obligatory force of law. It tells us what we must do, 

or must avoid doing. 

At the same time, the promise or contract itself needs a rationale. The promiser or 

contractor has to be represented by the theory as acting with good reasons. The reason 

will often be that the contract benefits the contractors. For example, an insurance policy 

provides the policy-holder with a financial guarantee against losing his or her property 

and the insurance company with profits. House-buying contracts serve to stabilise the 

vendor’s and purchaser’s expectations, by giving each party reason to expect that an offer 

or acceptance, once made, will be honoured. Where they can be made to stick, contracts 

are a good way to stabilise expectations, especially in relation to fundamental interests. 

Reasons grounded in these interests can then yield a rationale for contracting. 

COLLECTIVE IMAGINING 

An important aspect of Hobbes’s theory is that power is exercised by a single agent, 

whether that agent is one individual, or one organisation composed of a number of 

individuals. The sovereign—as Hobbes calls this agent—exercises power which is 

undivided, though not wholly unrestricted. There are certain respects in which the 

sovereign’s power must be limited for Hobbes.  

In his account of the family in ch. 20, Hobbes insists that the “right of dominion” rests 

on consent, and that consent can be given non-contractually. Obviously, a babe-in-arms is 

incapable of signing a contract, so the basis of the father’s or mother’s right of dominion 

over it cannot lie in any actual contract. But paternal dominion derives from “the child’s 

consent, either express, or by other sufficient arguments declared” (L p139); for example, 

an infant that takes its mother’s milk has submitted to her authority because it owes her 

its life (L p140). Of course, even the notion of “agreement” sounds rather strained when it 

is applied to new-born infants, as it is natural to think that babies are not yet capable of 
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agreeing to anything. But Hobbes makes it clear that he thinks that “if she [the mother] 

nourish it, it owes its life to the mother; and is therefore obliged to obey her” (L p140). 

Thus the obligation to obey arises from the fact that the infant’s life is protected. So it 

is not necessary for the incurring of obligations, that they rest on any explicit contract. 

Hobbes insists that the right to dominion, both in the family and under government, 

derives not from the brute fact of power, but from the agreement to submit to it: “the right 

of sovereignty…is acquired in the people’s submission, by which they contract with the 

victor, promising obedience for life and liberty” (L p486). The baby is taken to have 

submitted by the act of taking its mother’s milk. 

How is the right of sovereignty to be understood? Recall that in the state of nature, 

each person has a right to whatever he or she needs for self-preservation, which Hobbes 

sometimes interprets as a right to anything (e.g. L p92). This means that the act of 

“transferring” a right reduces to “renouncing”, that is, standing aside so that the other 

person “may enjoy his own original right without hindrance” (L p92). The general idea 

here is clear enough: no new rights are acquired if one person simply agrees to waive his 

or her right to something so that the other can enjoy that thing. Since to have a right to 

something, in this sense, means lacking the obligation not to pursue it, the act of waiving 

such a right must involve the taking on of an obligation. 

The crucial thing which people set aside in creating a sovereign is their right to judge
what is and is not conducive to self-preservation. Hobbes makes it clear in ch. 17 that the 

contract which sets up the political authority is “a real unity” of all the people in it (L

p120). But even here Hobbes qualifies the force of this claim. He goes on to say that this 

unity is created 

in such manner, as if every man should say to every man, “I authorise and 

give up my right of governing myself to this man or to this assembly of 

men, on this condition, that you give up your right to him, and authorise 

all his actions in like manner [i.e. in a similar way].” 

(L p120; emphasis added) 

This “as if” language, and other formulations like it, are quite common in Leviathan,

particularly when Hobbes is discussing the setting up of the sovereign, or the relation of 

the sovereign to the subjects. The sovereign’s actions are said to be authorised by each 

man “as if they were his own” (L p121), though Hobbes is also prepared on occasion to 

dispense with this form of words and say that the sovereign’s actions simply are those of 

the subjects. That is, though it is imagined that we contract “in such manner, as if” every 

person were uttering the quoted formula to every other person, this does not really 

happen.

What we have is an imaginary contract, but a real agreement, with real obligatory 

force. Unlike the hypothetical contract, the agreement concerned is real and, since 

agreement creates obligations, the obligations created by the agreement are real as well. 

The contractual elements in Hobbes’s theory then become a metaphorical redescription of 

the actual undertakings we have made. The idea is not that someone needs to have read 

Leviathan in order to make the agreement, but that it offers a way of understanding the 

political relationships in which people already find themselves, including their obligation 

to obey the sovereign. 
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The creation of the sovereign involves a collective act of imagination. There are two 

stages to this act: first, the subjects imagine themselves as a “real unity”, that is, as one 

person; and second, they imagine that the acts of one individual or organisation will be 

taken for the acts of them all. The contract is imagined as being agreed among the 

subjects, not between the subjects and the sovereign. This is because the sovereign cannot 

be a party to the contract, since this would involve a kind of self-contradiction:  

That he which [i.e. who] is made sovereign makes no covenant with his 

subjects beforehand is manifest, because either he must make it with the 

whole multitude, as one party to the covenant; or he must make a several 

[i.e. separate] covenant with every man. With the whole, as one party, it is 

impossible, because as yet they are not one person. And if he make so 

many several covenants as there be men, those covenants after he has the 

sovereignty are void, because what act soever can be pretended for [i.e. 

alleged to cause the] breach thereof, is the act both of himself and of all 

the rest. 

(L pp1 22–23) 

Before the contract is made, the “people” as a single body does not exist, so the sovereign 

cannot breach (or indeed make) a contract with it. On the other hand, the sovereign 

cannot breach a contract made with each person separately either, since by the contract 

the sovereign is authorised to act for each person: so to sue for breach would, in effect, be 

to sue oneself. Hobbes adds that there is no superior judge, so the sovereign would be 

judge in its own case (L p123). 

CONSENT

We saw in Chapter Five that Hobbes believes political authority is justified because 

people agree to it, although it remained unclear exactly how the agreement confers 

justification. Although Hobbes is not usually understood as a “consent” theorist (unlike 

the seventeenth-century political theorist John Locke), he does state clearly in Leviathan:

“the point of time, wherein a man becomes subject to a conqueror, is that point, wherein 

having liberty to submit to him, he consents, either by express words, or by other 

sufficient sign, to be his subject” (L p484). This was a pertinent question for the defeated 

supporters of Charles I at the time when Leviathan was being written. Hobbes reiterates 

his view that it is not the fact of victory but the willingness of those who are defeated to 

submit, in which the rights of sovereignty consist. He goes on to say that 

he that upon promise of obedience, has his life and liberty allowed him, is 

then conquered, and a subject…But this promise may be either express, or 

tacit: express, by promise; tacit, by other signs. As for example, a man 

that has not been called to make such an express promise (because he is 

one whose power perhaps is not considerable), yet if he live under their 

protection openly, he is understood to submit himself to the government. 

(L p485) 
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Hobbes is fairly relaxed about the means by which an individual indicates his or her 

consent to the coercive power of the sovereign. The tokens of consent need not be very 

demonstrative: “silence is sometimes an argument of consent” (L p184). This is more 

obviously true in the case where political power is “acquired” by a conqueror. But it also 

applies when political authority is thought of as originating with a collective agreement 

among agents who are motivated by fear of one another: “where testament and express 

words are wanting, other natural signs of the will are to be allowed: whereof the one is 

custom” (L p137). 

Consent follows from “submission”, and a person can submit merely by living openly 

within the sovereign’s jurisdiction. Elsewhere in Leviathan, as we have seen, Hobbes 

affirms that consent—and tacit rather than express consent at that—suffices for the 

transfer of right. Above all, I consent to the sovereign’s dominion over me even if I act 

out of fear. Those who think that agreements entered into for fear of death are void, 

Hobbes scoffs, must believe that “no man, in any kind of commonwealth, could be 

obliged to obedience” (L p139). More generally the act of accepting protection from a 

dominant power signals consent to it (L p153; p230; p485). 

The crucial point is that if I am subject to a superior power, then I have, merely by 

accepting its protection, consented to its authority over me, and this is enough in 

Hobbes’s view for it to be justified. Once this is granted, it does not matter any more how 

that power came into being.3 We can imagine if we prefer that it came about as the result 

of spontaneous decision by everyone acting individually or by some other route. It does 

not even seem to matter for Hobbes whether the political authority came to power by 

unjust actions, as he regarded the Parliamentary rebellion against Charles I. All that 

matters is consent, and consent is granted “when the means of [one’s] life is within the 

guards and garrisons of the enemy” (L p484). 

This also helps to explain the status of contracting within the theory. On the one hand 

Hobbes is very insistent, as we have seen, that “covenants without the sword, are but 

words” (L p117), and that in themselves they “have no power to oblige, contain, 

constrain, or protect any man” (L p123). On the other hand, though, it is the agreement 

itself, and not the physical force behind it, which creates a “transfer” of rights, and sets 

up obligations: promises extracted through fear of death within political society are void, 

because the promisor has no right in the thing promised (L p139). For example, a robber 

who makes me promise to hand over my belongings by threatening me at knifepoint has 

no right to do so if the political authority is already in place, and therefore cannot extract 

a valid promise from me in this way The agreement always stands in the background as 

the justification for the rights and obligations which exist under political authority But it 

is not the agreement itself which exercises a grip on individuals’ motivations: it is 

ultimately the threat of force. 

As Hobbes famously says, “the passion to be reckoned upon is fear” (L p99). This is 

what makes Hobbes look like a so-called de facto theorist, who claims (in the simplest 

form of the theory) that “might makes right”. Though this is too simple a summary of 

Hobbes’s views, on his theory right does always closely shadow might. 
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FREEDOM AND ITS OPPOSITE 

Hobbes believes that consent is necessary to justify political authority (L p120). He thus 

accepts the Liberal Claim in Chapter Five. In ch. 21, Hobbes says that a person on a ship 

who is forced to throw his belongings overboard to keep the ship afloat nonetheless “does 

it very willingly” (L p146). It makes no difference, in Hobbes’s view, if the compulsion 

comes from an individual, or from some corporate body As we have seen, he also thinks 

that if I submit to somebody’s power in the state of nature purely from fear, I nonetheless 

consent to that power. A person who consents acts freely. His or her freedom is not 

compromised simply because he or she acts from the fear of another’s greater power. 

“Fear and liberty are consistent” (L p146). 

This squares with Hobbes’s wider view that “liberty and necessity are consistent” (L
p146). Hobbes was a determinist, that is, he believed that every event, including all 

human actions, is the necessary causal result of earlier states of the universe. Here 

Hobbes’s materialism surfaces in his view that everything that happens, including acts of 

will, is determined by a prior cause, which is itself caused, and so on “in a continual 

chain” (L p146). But he also thought that liberty could be reconciled with determinism. 

So if through fear during a storm at sea I throw my belongings overboard, my action is 

free (I throw them willingly) even though it is necessitated by the circumstances.  

He identifies liberty with action initiated by the will: to be free with regard to some action 

is to will the doing of that action. So, in willing to throw my belongings overboard, or to 

submit to the sovereign, I act freely Someone might then ask whether the will itself is 

free. But in his dispute over free will with Bishop John Bramhall, Hobbes dismisses the 

question whether I am free to will, that is, whether I will to will, as “an absurd speech” 

(Hobbes 1999 p16). 

Hobbes differs from many philosophers who have written about freedom because he 

does not believe that “I did x freely” entails “I could have done something other than x”.4

Hobbes denies that it is really possible to have done otherwise. Of course it may seem 

possible to those who lack perfect knowledge. If I am free, I have the liberty “to do or to 

forbear” (L p152). What this means is not that there was a real possibility that I can do 

something if I am causally necessitated to act in some other way but that no “external 

impediments”, that is, obstacles, get in my way when I try to do something (L p91).  

On Hobbes’s view, I am free to have an ice-cream if nothing stops me following through 

on my will to do so. It does not, however, follow that I could have willed not to seek an 

ice-cream.5

So far, then, Hobbes claims that to be at liberty or free is to will an action and to 

encounter no external obstacle to performing it. At the same time, though, he seems to 

acknowledge that obligating oneself in this way must involve a repudiation of the 

freedom people enjoy in the state of nature (e.g. L p147). In ch. 21 of Leviathan he notes 

that condemned men may band together to resist the execution of their sentence, and goes 

on to say that 
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[a]s for other liberties, they depend on the silence of the law. In cases 

where the sovereign has prescribed no rule, there the subject has the 

liberty to do, or forbear, according to his own discretion. And therefore 

such liberty is in some places more, and in some less. 

(L p152) 

Hobbes then comments that the right forcibly to take back illegally occupied property or 

to engage in polygamy are examples of how liberty may be more or less extensive in 

particular societies. We can recall also that in ch.14 he remarks that “law and right differ 

as much as obligation and liberty; which in one and the same matter are inconsistent” (L

p91). Thus, for Hobbes, as long as the sovereign keeps the peace, my liberty may be 

promoted by legal regimes which differ greatly in how far they restrict my actions. The 

sovereign’s peacekeeping restricts my own freedom but at the same time, within the civil 

state, the laws may be more or less restricted. 

But Hobbes also contends that the subjects’ liberty depends on the silence of the civil

laws. Indeed, he says that “right is liberty, namely that liberty which the civil law leaves 

us: but civil law is an obligation, and takes from us the liberty which the law of nature 

gave us” (L p200). This may sound rather odd, since we might expect liberty to be 

identified with the right rather than the law of nature. But Hobbes means that the right to 

everything which exists in the state of nature is a product of the law of nature which 

commands self-preservation. It allows us to use whatever we see fit to use in order to 

preserve ourselves. 

So, alongside the no-obstacle view of freedom, there is this no-law account of freedom 

too. We might think that the two notions can be brought together by imagining that the 

law imposes obstacles on wrongdoers, in the form of police and so on. But in fact Hobbes 

also denies that the law infringes liberty arguing that it is “absurd” to think that under 

political authority we lose our liberty when in a state of nature “all other men may be 

masters of [our] lives” (L p147). Equally I may ask you to restrict my actions in certain 

ways so as to promote other goals of mine. As Hobbes says, “in the act of our submission 

consists both our obligation and our liberty” (L p150). In any case, for Hobbes it is not 

true that I am not free to break the civil law, since “all actions which men do in 

commonwealths for fear of the law are actions which the doers had liberty to omit” (L
p146). It is hard to reconcile this with his earlier claim that my liberty varies inversely 

with the extent of the civil law. 

The best way to make sense of Hobbes’s views is to contrast natural and civic

freedom. I have natural freedom insofar as I meet with no obstacles to doing what I want. 

But under political authority I act so as to place obstacles in my own path by agreeing to 

a sovereign who will restrict my actions in various ways. However, the civic freedom I 

enjoy there consists in my securing what is most valuable to me—my life—and is the 

condition of my getting anything else I value. In other words, laws may curtail specific 

freedoms of mine, and the fewer laws there are, the more natural freedom remains to me. 

But legal restriction is necessary for the civic freedom which I express by consenting to 

the sovereign’s power over me. 

The implication of this theory is that a people who subject themselves to political 

authority through fear of a conqueror (such as the victorious republican regime) is not for 
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that reason less free than one which is instituted by mutual agreement (L p149). Hobbes’s 

point, again, is that no distinction in point of freedom can be drawn between 

commonwealths by conquest and by institution. The whole point of consent-based 

arguments for “political obligation” is that the citizens or subjects have obligated 

themselves freely. For, on Hobbes’s view of the matter, I remain free in my decision to 

submit myself to the political authority regardless of whether or not my reason for doing 

so is that it (or more precisely whoever will become the sovereign) can threaten me with 

overwhelming force if I do not. 

So Englishmen could freely submit to the new republican regime in power in England 

following the defeat of Charles I in the civil wars (Skinner 1990 pp149–50). A further 

consequence of this is that republican regimes were not, just by being republican, 

necessarily freer than monarchies: “[w]hether a commonwealth be monarchical or 

popular, the freedom is still the same” (L p149), so that “the obligation and liberty of the 

subject is to be derived” from the act of authorisation (L p150). 

The rational ground for submitting oneself to political authority is that the sovereign 

can offer protection. Hobbbes’s famous remark about the “mutual relation between 

protection and obedience” (L 491), which he highlights as the main conclusion of 

Leviathan, entails that subjects are no longer bound to obey once the sovereign can no 

longer protect them. But Hobbes does not take this to mean that subjects may try to bring 
it about that the sovereign is no longer capable of protection. The Review and Conclusion

explicitly rules this out: a subject’s allegiance can be transferred from a sovereign to a 

usurper only when “the means of his [the subject’s] life is within the guards and garrisons 

of the enemy” (L p484). 

For Hobbes, what counts above all is that I promote the ends that I am naturally 

impelled to seek, prime among which is self-preservation. I am free to the extent that I do 

not encounter obstacles in willing what is necessary to obtain this end. It is clear that I 

can be interfered with in this process—indeed, I can will that this be so, if I think this will 

promote my ends more successfully This would be true, for example, if I thought that 

others had a better idea of how to promote my own preservation than I did. 

This creates problems for Hobbes regarding the scope for subjects to exercise their 

own political judgement, about which he is generally scathing (e.g. L p118). He thinks 

that leaving people to make up their own minds about politics or religion is a recipe for 

chaos. But he is equally adamant that each person must retain his or her right to defend 

him- or herself if in mortal danger. The obvious problem is that everyone must rely on 

their private judgement to decide when mortal danger threatens. Then they can resist 

willy-nilly the dictates of the sovereign. Private judgement thus survives into the political 

authority with its potential for instability. Those who “dare take up arms to defend or 

introduce an opinion are still in war; and their condition [is] not peace, but only a 

cessation of arms” (L p125). Hobbes might reply that subjects’ private judgement can 

only be mobilised in the face of clear and present danger. But when clear and present 

danger threatens is itself a matter on which private judgements will differ.  

The wider problem with Hobbes’s theory of freedom is that the bar for consent  

seems to be set very low. Most people would argue that someone whose agreement  

is extorted under threat of death has not acted freely but Hobbes’s theory of  
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obligation seems to imply just this. After all, the law of rape holds that a woman does not 

consent to sex if she is subject to physical duress: force, or the threat of force, annuls  

the possibility of consent. 

Hobbes’s response, if he has one, must distinguish sharply between consent in the 

state of nature and consent under government. The reason why a person who submits to 

rape does not consent to sex, or the victim of robbery does not consent to handing his 

valuables over, is that they have already given up their natural freedom in order to secure 

protection, including against violent assault, so they cannot be understood as consenting 

to submit to the assaulter. Once under government, it is part of the deal that one cannot 

consent to submit to force majeure unless it is wielded by the sovereign. By contrast, 

being prey to violent assault is part and parcel of life in the state of nature. In such 

circumstances, Hobbes thinks, you would choose rape or robbery in preference to death. 

So, if you agreed to live in the state of nature, you would agree that your choosing rape or 

robbery in preference to violent death would amount to consenting to these assaults. And 

the very fact that the bar for consent would then be set so low is an excellent reason, here 

and now, for not agreeing to live in the state of nature. 

MORALITY AND CONTRACT 

One of the major bones of contention between interpreters of Leviathan concerns the role, 

if any played by morality in the book, and in particular its bearing on the contract or, as 

Hobbes often calls it, the “covenant”, which sets up the political authority Hobbes’s use 

of “covenant” is not consistent. At times he uses the term in a special sense, to refer to a 

situation where one party has performed its side of the bargain but the other has yet to do 

so (L p94); elsewhere, however, he seems to treat it as synonymous with “contract” (e.g. 

L p120). Since we are concerned with agreement generally we will stick to the more 

general term “contract” in what follows. 

On one view, the state of nature is morally evacuated—in other words, no moral 

norms have any applicability in it. The contract itself makes the moral laws effective, by 

forming a union of the people and delegating some person or persons to act as their 

sovereign, taking people out of the state of nature and into the political authority Before 

the contract comes into existence, the moral law is empty 

Some commentators reject the idea that the state of nature is morally empty For 

Howard Warrender and A.E.Taylor, the law of nature, which prevails in the state of 

nature, is a moral law which follows from God’s commands, as we discussed in Chapter 

Four. Hence, the advocates of this “theistic” interpretation argue, the overriding reason 

why people have to set up a political authority is that it is the only way to comply with 

the divine command to seek peace. The theistic interpretation rests on the central 

contention that Hobbes distinguishes between people’s motives, such as the desire for 

self-preservation, and the basis for the law of nature, which commands people to seek 

peace—which exponents of this interpretation see as a command issued by God. 

A related question concerns the motivations of those, the subjects, who are  

obligated to obey authority These two issues come together when we ask how Hobbes 

can provide a satisfactory argument for the obligation, while also explaining how the 

subjects can be consistently motivated to fulfil it. Part of the concern here, which 
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bothered philosophers in Warrender’s time (the 1950s and 60s), was how to derive an 

ought-statement from a factual one: how could Hobbes get from the factual claim that 

humans desire self-preservation, to the statement that they therefore ought to follow the 

law of nature? 

Warrender concluded that the normative force of the law of nature, which tells us to 

seek peace, could not be derived from the fact that we all desire to preserve ourselves. 

But Hobbes uncompromisingly states that contracts without the “sword” not only fail to 

motivate us; they also fail to obligate us. “[C]ovenants being but words and breath, have 

no power to oblige, contain, constrain, or protect any man, but what it has from the public 

sword” (L p123; cf. p117). Later, Hobbes says that nobody in their right mind “believes 

the law can hurt him—that is, words and paper, without the hands and swords of men” (L
p471). The laws of nature “oblige …only then where there is security” (L p110). The way 

to get from the factual claim to an ought-statement is to use a conditional claim, as 

follows: 

P1  If you want to preserve yourself, you ought to do what the law of nature tells you to 

do.

P2  You do want to preserve yourself.  

So,

P3  You ought to do what the law of nature tells you to do.  

The law tells you to seek peace when, but only when, doing so promotes self-

preservation, which is the “ground” of the law of nature. 

The passages just quoted make it clear that the contract cannot “oblige” without the 

“sword” of physical force to back it up. “Oblige” and “obligate” are usually distinguished 

in modern English, at least by philosophers: whereas “oblige” is taken as synonymous 

with “physically force” or “compel”, the word “obligate” means “place under a [moral, 

legal, etc.] obligation”. If this is what Hobbes means by “oblige” here, then he is only 

stating the obvious—that since contracts have no physical force in themselves, they 

cannot in themselves physically force us to do anything. 

But he seems to have something less obvious in mind. This becomes apparent when 

Hobbes discusses “Those Things that Weaken or Tend to the Dissolution of a 

Commonwealth” in ch. 29: 

when in a war (foreign or intestine [i.e. civil]) the enemies get a  

final victory, so…there is no further protection of the subjects in their 

loyalty, then is the commonwealth dissolved, and every man at liberty  

to protect himself by such courses as his own discretion shall suggest  

unto him. 

(L p230) 

An even clearer statement appears in ch. 21, where Hobbes coolly remarks that  
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[t]he obligation of subjects to the sovereign is understood to last as long, 

and no longer, than the power lasts by which he is able to protect them. 

For the right men have by nature to protect themselves, when none else 

can protect them, can by no covenant be relinquished. 

(L p153) 

Hobbes means by this not merely that, when the sovereign is crippled by war, people will 

not be motivated to do what they have contracted to do. The obligation itself will either 

dissolve, or proves not to apply in these circumstances, because you cannot contract to 

give up your right to protect yourself when nobody else can protect you. This is not to say 

that the obligation to obey the sovereign is nothing but the motivation which subjects feel 

(that is, fear) when confronted with the sovereign’s power. But it suggests that the 

subjects’ obligation to obey cannot outlast the sovereign’s ability to protect them. 

Hobbes says that overwhelming physical force is the occasion for contracting, but he 

is unambiguous that the ground of the obligation is the mutual transfer of right which 

occurs when the contract is signed. In the Review and Conclusion he asks what happens if 

a person is abroad when his country is conquered. His answer is that the person “is not 

conquered, nor subject; but if at his return, he submit to the [new] government, he is 

bound to obey it” (L p486). This makes it clear that the act of submission is what counts 

in grounding the obligation. Hobbes underlines this point in ch. 20, where he notes that 

“[i]t is not…the victory that gives the right of dominion over the vanquished, but his own 

covenant” (L p141). 

It is important to understand what is involved here. Some commentators have 

concluded from the distinction I have just drawn between the occasion and the ground of 

an obligation, that Hobbes’s theory is a pure duty-based theory—where the duties, or 

obligations, are owed to God (Warrender 1957; Taylor 1965). Hobbes certainly says that 

“[t]he laws of God…are none but the laws of nature” (L p404), and this claim can be 

given a theological as well as a secular interpretation, depending on what is held to be 

reducible to what. There is also an acknowledged analogy which I mentioned at the start 

of Chapter Two, between the civil sovereign or “mortal God” (L p120), whose commands 

are the laws of the political authority and the immortal God in heaven, whose commands 

are the laws of nature. Both can compel action through sheer physical force. 

But all that this implies is that if the laws of nature are the laws of God, then whatever 

we are required to do because the law of nature demands that we perform our contracts, is 

also the law of God. It does not follow, even if Hobbes did think that the laws of nature 

were the laws of God, that this is the reason why the subjects should obey them. The 

reason why they should obey the laws of nature, and the civil laws which result when 

subjects follow them, is that they tell us how to secure our preservation through peace. 

As we have seen, Hobbes is clear that the subjects’ obligation to obey the sovereign 

lasts only for as long as the sovereign retains the power to protect them. “[T]hough the 

right of a sovereign monarch cannot be extinguished by the act of another, yet the 

obligation of the members may For he that wants [i.e. lacks] protection may seek it 

anywhere” (L p230). This emphatically does not mean that the subject is entitled to bring 

about the failure of protection by inciting rebellion—this was precisely Hobbes’s charge 
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against the Parliamentarian rebels against Charles I. The subject “is obliged…to protect 

his protection as long as he is able” (L p230). 

But equally the claim that there is a mutual relation between protection and obedience 

does not require that subjects are bound to a lame-duck sovereign once it becomes 

advisable to switch their allegiance. Obligations are contoured to fit in with the natural 

facts about human motivation, and are dissolved when, as a matter of brute fact, we 

cannot be motivated to act on them. Hobbes thinks that no man can be obligated to kill 

himself (L p151); a condemned prisoner cannot but resist, so (assuming that “ought
implies can”) his obligations cannot extend to submission if he faces death (L p152). 

Hobbes asks, “have they [i.e. criminals who expect to be condemned to death] not the 

liberty then to join together and assist and defend one another?” He answers: “[c]ertainly 

they have” (L p152). Similarly “[i]f a man by the terror of present death” is forced to 

break the law, “he is totally excused” (L p208). In all these respects, the state of nature 

survives within the political authority facing citizens with the constant choice whether to 

remain in a civil state, or to plunge into war.  

In the right circumstances, citizens have good reason to accept political authority. But 

this is far from saying that they are under an obligation to accept it. They are free to 

refuse, in the sense that they are not bound by “antecedent covenant” to accept the 

authority They not only can, but will resist, if the authority threatens their lives. 

Defenders of the view that Hobbes thought the laws of nature had independent moral 

force rightly point out that Hobbes distinguishes the motive to preserve oneself from the 

ground of the law of nature. But the ground of the law of nature is itself “nature’s 

preservation” (L p110). Political authority is justified because we consent to it (L p141) 

from the desire for self-preservation. 

CONTRACTS REAL, HYPOTHETICAL AND IMAGINARY 

As we saw in Chapter Five, it is possible to view the agreement to accept political 

authority as hypothetical rather than actual. The idea is that Hobbes is laying down the 

conditions under which individuals would have good reason to submit themselves to the 

political authority and it is then hoped that the benefits of the contracting device will 

follow. But, as has often been pointed out, a hypothetical contract is not a real contract. 

Any obligations supposedly created by it remain as hypothetical as the contract itself. 

It may be said in response that the hypothetical contract is not meant to justify actual 

political relationships. Instead it is a device which aims to identify the conditions in 

which a political authority would be justified. Is this what Hobbes is up to in Leviathan?

There is reason to doubt it, not least because Hobbes himself says that his aim is to 

persuade real people of their real obligations (L pp484–85).6 If so, Hobbes was aiming to 

justify not a hypothetical agreement, but a real one—or, at least, to justify real 

obligations. 

One way of consenting, of course, is via a real contract. But we should not lose sight 

of a more subtle possibility—that though the contract is not itself real, there are real 

actions of ours which can be taken as proxies for it. Even if we do not contract, it may be 

that certain actions of ours can do duty for contracting. This follows, for instance, if I am 

faced with a situation in which obligations are imposed on me and He do nothing to 
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demur from accepting these obligations. A possible formalisation of Hobbes’s argument 

runs as follows: 

C1  Anyone who knowingly fails to resist a dominant power, submits to it (L p485).

C2  Submission is a token of consent (L p328).

C3  Anyone who consents to the power of another (e.g. by accepting their protection), 

undertakes not to resist that power (L p140; p153).

So,

C4  Anyone who knowingly fails to resist a dominant power undertakes not to resist that 

power (L pp484–85).

C5  Anyone who undertakes to do something, freely accepts the obligation to do that thing 

(L p150).

C6  Any obligation which is freely accepted is valid (L p373).

So,

C7.  Anyone who submits by failing to resist a dominant power accepts a valid 

obligation not to resist that power (L p140).7

Consent is actual, and creates obligations. So we should not think of political authority as 

justified by a hypothetical contract. It is more accurate to say that the obligation to obey 

actually has the force it would also have in some hypothetical situations, as for example if 

everyone had really come together to sign a contract. Hobbes’s point is that they have

agreed. Agreement is necessary to justification, but it does not follow that subjects’ 

agreement to political authority is hypothetical. This is the truth in the historical reading 

of the state of nature: it rightly stresses actual agreement, but wrongly displaces that 

agreement to the state of nature. The point is rather that the state of nature is a way of 

making vivid the agreement that subjects make here and now to submit themselves to 

political authority  

RETURN TO GAME THEORY8

I argued in Chapter Five that the story-based reading of the state of nature and 

justification of political authority fails. But it does not follow that a game-theoretic 

interpretation of the state of nature is redundant. Actual consent may be grounded on the 

danger of relapsing into a full-blown state of nature. I may have to decide now between 

getting into a situation where a PD-like structure prevails, and one where it does not. If I 

have good reason now for thinking it would be worse for me to have to make a future 

decision within a PD (Prisoner’s Dilemma), I have good reason now for avoiding that 

situation. For example, if I have to choose now between taking my second-best outcome 

on the one hand, and getting into a PD on the other—where, I conclude from reasons of 

dominance, I will do no better than getting my third-best outcome—I have good reason to 

avoid getting into the PD. 
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This is prospective, or future-orientated reasoning. But the reasoning can just as well 

operate retrospectively I may justify some past decision of mine on the basis that by 

doing so, I avoided getting into a situation which would have been worse for me precisely 

because my options, or my decision-making abilities, would have been depleted. So for 

example I might decide to act to ensure that my subsequent decision-making abilities 

were not impaired, for example through drunkenness, or because I would lack relevant 

knowledge in that situation. Equally I can justify a present decision by thinking that if I 

took some alternative course of action, it would land me later on with a decision whose 

outcome would be worse for me. Here there really is a decision which I now have to 

make. But whether or not a later decision remains hypothetical depends on what I decide 

to do now. 

Maybe the state of nature in Leviathan can be seen as having this structure. Citizens of 

an already-existing political authority can justify abiding by the status quo by thinking 

that if they were to rebel, the basis on which they would then have to make decisions 

would be worse for all. Despite this conditional element, the decision which is justified is 

a real one—whether, here and now, to rebel. If the state of nature is a PD, its theoretical 

role has to be understood conditionally if the rational-choice elements are to work. So the 

state of nature could justify the political authority by showing how, without political 

authority we would feel we had to defect—that is, make war. This would be worse for us. 

It would be worse precisely because we would, by each acting rationally all end up worse 

off than we would be under government. 

An advantage of this interpretation is that it enables us both to explain why the state of 

nature is bad, and to justify the political authority without assuming that people have to 

exit from the state of nature via the narrative of reasons. The Prisoner’s Dilemma aspects 

of the state of nature work not to propel us from the state of nature to the political 

authority but in giving us good reason not to depart from obedience once we have bound 

ourselves to it. The fact that defection may be rational in the state of nature is a good 

reason for not getting back into that state once one is out of it. 

This interpretation also suggests a response to the problems raised in the last chapter 

about the lack of any rational deliberative path from the state of nature to political 

authority The answer is that we need not think that Hobbes believed that there is any such 

path. What matters is consent, not prior deliberation. Equally the objection to 

hypothetical agreements no longer applies, since Hobbes is talking about actual
agreements—the submission by subjects, here and now, to a superior power. Hobbes 

replies to someone who receives the benefits of protection, but asks “Why should I agree 

to authority?” is, in effect, “You already have”. 

THE “FOOL” REVISITED 

If we look again at the “Fool” passage (L p101), Hobbes does not simply say that  

it would be wrong or immoral for the “Fool” not to keep his side of the bargain when the 

other person has already done his side. His claim is that the “Fool” has a self-interested

reason for keeping his agreement, on the following grounds: the “Fool” will not  

be trusted by others, and will therefore not be defended by them; it is irrational to risk 
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disaster by defecting (L p102) or attempting to assassinate the sovereign (L p103), even if 

in some cases defection is not detected; and it is no way to get to the Kingdom of Heaven 

(L p103).

It may look as if Hobbes is taking a strong line on the rationality of performing even 

when there may appear to be solid self-interested reasons for defecting. But it is a mistake 

to infer from this that Hobbes is pointing to a way out of the state of nature. Rather he is 

talking about what is rational when a political authority or at least an embryonic 

“common power”, already exists. Hobbes’s distinction between “promises” and 

“covenants” is crucial here. At first sight it seems fundamental to this distinction that he 

holds it to be reasonable to break promises, but not covenants. Hobbes states that 

promises made where there is no civil power “are no covenants; but [that is, except] 

either where one of the parties has performed already or where there is a power to make 

him perform” (L p102; italics added). 

The “either…or” may seem clearly to allow for the possibility that a promise may be 

transformed into a “covenant”—that is, a contract where one side has already 

performed—even before the establishment of the “civil power”. And if there are indeed 

covenants in the absence of the civil power, and it is in the nature of covenants not 

merely that one is not irrational to keep them, but also that one is irrational to default on 

them, this would provide a clear example of the irrationality of defection. But it is far 

from clear that Hobbes did mean to say this. 

For one thing, “or” does not have to be read as making out that these possibilities are 

alternatives, that is, that they exclude one another: “or” may have the force of “and/or”.  

It is instructive to compare the Latin text at this point, where Hobbes clearly says that 

there must be a constituted power to compel performance, rather than the simple fact that 

the other party has already performed. The Latin passage, translated, runs as follows: 

But with an existing power which enforces [agreements], and if the other 

fulfils his promise, then the question is whether he who defaults, does so 

with reason and in accordance with his own good. I say that he does 

indeed act against reason, and imprudently. 

(Hobbes 1841 Vol. III p113; italics added)9

This may not alter the claim that reasons of self-interest explain why the “Fool” is 

foolish, but it does alter (by making more stringent) the conditions which have to be met 

if I am to have a self-interested reason not to break my word. Latin, unlike English, does
have an exclusive “or”, namely “aut”, which Hobbes often uses, and could have used at 

this point, but does not. He says instead that if the other performs, and there is an existing 

power, the “Fool” will behave irrationally in failing to do what he promised. Clearly this 

is different from claiming that if the other person has performed, it is irrational not to 

follow suit if no such power exists. 

It is not certain anyway that the passage refers to actions before the political  

authority exists. Hobbes makes it plain both that the Fool’s actions contravene rules  

of justice, and that these rules only come into being with such an authority (L p90; cf. 

p469). This, of course, corroborates the reading of the passage from L p102 given  

above. Hobbes assumes that society already exists, when he talks of a “power” to make 
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people “perform” their agreements, although the “Fool” still thinks it a good idea  

to renege on them.10

The “Fool” passage, accordingly can be taken as saying that only a “Fool” would 

abandon the security of the political authority for a resumption of the state of nature.  

In fact, Hobbes says explicitly that “the validity of covenants begins not but with [i.e. 

only with] the constitution of a civil power, sufficient to compel men to keep them” (L

p101). Similarly though the in foro interno/in foro externo passage certainly does not say 

that a rational person will defect even if the other has already performed, it also stops 

short of saying that it is rational to perform in these circumstances without a supreme 

power.

Early in the notoriously obscure passage which begins, “The Kingdom of God is 

gotten by violence” (L p101), Hobbes does seem to wobble about this. He is worried that 

self-interested rationality may well urge us to break promises and otherwise behave 

unjustly if we can get away with it. The examples he considers in this passage, which 

involve rebellion in earthly kingdoms (such as the usurpation of a reigning monarch by 

his son), give rise to the troubling thought that sometimes people who behave unjustly 

can escape scot-free because there is no power to which they are answerable for their 

actions. And if this could be true equally of the Kingdom of God, there is no hope that 

justice will even impose sanctions on such people in any life which may come after 

death. So Hobbes’s worry here is that those who usurp God, as the supreme power in the 

universe, by unjust actions, will not get their just deserts: in such a situation, the unjust 

themselves would wield supreme power. But then he dismisses this thought by saying 

that he is not, after all, talking about situations where there is no “common power” to 

compel me to perform when you have already done so. I have a good self-interested 

reason to perform precisely because there is a common power. The upshot of the “Fool” 

passage, then, is that only a fool would renege on agreements which are enforced by a 

common power, not that it is foolish to renege where no such power exists. 

CONCLUSION

The conclusion we have reached is that the consent which justifies political authority is 

actual rather than hypothetical for Hobbes. Transfer of right is the token of consent, but 

Hobbes thinks that anyone faced with overwhelming power will consent in this way 

whether explicitly or tacitly He seems to think that the “Fool” is foolish only when there 

is an overwhelming power which can enforce contracts, so that in a full-blown state of 

nature it will be rational not to seek peace. The state of nature is nasty in part because its 

nastiness is inescapable. 

At the same time, some aspects of the state of nature persist into political society  

It exists wherever someone is an enemy of the sovereign, which includes not only foreign 

nationals or stateless persons, but all those faced with the choice between submission and 

resistance. That choice faces all subjects of an overwhelming power. As subjects we  

are still in a state of nature as regards our unrenounceable right of self-defence. On the 

whole, life under political authority is a better bet than taking our chances against  

the overwhelming power of the sovereign. But it is still a bet. Sovereignty is perishable.  
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It is “subject to violent death by foreign war” and “through the ignorance and passions of 

men, it has in it, from the very institution, many seeds of a natural mortality by intestine 

[internal] discord” (L p153).
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7

SOVEREIGNTY, STATE, 

COMMONWEALTH

INTRODUCTION

In ch.16 and ch.18 of Leviathan, Hobbes develops an elaborate account of political 

representation with far-reaching implications for his political theory as a whole.  

The theory of representation, unlike many other aspects of Leviathan, has no real 

precedent in Hobbes’s earlier political works, De cive and the Elements of Law.1

Why does Hobbes need a theory of political representation? The first answer is that he 

needs it to make sense of the idea that the sovereign acts for the subjects over whom 

power is exercised. But of course this raises further questions. How can the sovereign 

take decisions and act in ways which represent those who make up the polity? How does 

the sovereign represent something which seems shadowy or even an outright figment, 

namely the collective will of the people? How can the sovereign perform actions which 

private individuals cannot do at all, such as declare war, or dissolve parliament?  

Any satisfactory theory of political representation needs to answer these further 

questions. 

The second reason why Hobbes needs such a theory is to transmute power into 

legitimacy When we consent to the power of the sovereign over us, we agree that he, she 

or it will act on our behalf. The transfer of right legitimates the sovereign’s actions.  

In acting on our behalf, the sovereign takes over, with our agreement, our right to 

determine what we do. By the same token, in representing us, the sovereign takes over 

our powers of acting. Hobbes concludes from this that we cannot object to what the 

sovereign does because they are our own actions, carried out by our representative. 

To understand Hobbes’s theory we need to grasp his terminology Although the 

sovereign acts as our representative, it does not represent each individual taken separately 

Rather, according to Hobbes, the individual subjects form themselves into a single 

corporate person, which Hobbes calls the “state”, and it is that corporate person whom 

the sovereign represents. Of course the individuals in some sense compose the person of 

the “state”, as is graphically shown in the famous title-page of Leviathan. But, strictly 

speaking, it is the corporate person, the “state” whom the sovereign represents. 

REPRESENTATION: PERSONS AND AUTHORS 

As is often true in political theory the novelty of Hobbes’s approach lies partly in 

exposing awkward problems in concepts and practices which we take for granted.  

This applies to the familiar situation where we, as citizens of democratic states, get 



politicians to act on our behalf, for example by voting them into office at an election. 

Hobbes is no democrat. But he still needs a notion of representation. 

He starts by asking what it means for somebody to represent someone, and focuses on 

the case where one person represents another. His underlying assumption is that this will 

provide a clue to understanding political representation. His initial question is this: in 

what circumstances is it possible to regard the actions of a person as representing those of 

another? In Leviathan chs. 16–18, Hobbes says that action, with its associated notions of 

responsibility blame, purpose and so on, can be attributed to a person acting in a 

representative capacity This is the familiar circumstance in which we authorise someone 

such as a lawyer or estate-agent to act on our behalf. There is also the even more familiar 

case—so familiar that we hardly notice it—when a person acts as his or her own
representative.

A person, is he, whose words or actions are considered, either as his own, 

or as representing the words or actions of another man, or of any other 

thing to whom they are attributed, either truly or by fiction. When they are 

considered as his own, then is he called a natural person. And when they 

are considered as representing the words and actions of another, then is he 

a feigned or artificial person. 

(L p111) 

For Hobbes, the concept of a person is the basis for attributing moral or legal 

responsibility. And such attributions are made when actions are performed by those who 

represent the people who are held responsible for the actions. Persons are both potential 

representatives, and can at the same time be represented. Hobbes sometimes refers to the 

one who represents as the actor, and the one represented as the author. When, as in the 

most familiar case, these roles are combined in a single agent—that is, the actor and 

author are one—that agent is in Hobbes’s terminology a “natural person” (L p111).  

This is the everyday situation where I act on my own behalf and am held accountable for 

what I do. 

Hobbes sometimes uses the term “bear the person” (e.g. L p114) to describe the 

relation between the representative and the represented; this is the relation of 

personhood.2 All attributions of responsibility make a claim about representation, which 

determines who is to be held responsible for a given action or actions performed by a 

representative. This enables Hobbes to describe natural persons as the limiting case, in 

which the person who is to be held responsible is the same as his or her representative.  

It is an insight of Hobbes’s in Leviathan to see in natural personhood an instance of a 

more general representational relationship. This account of natural personhood can then 

be used to generate the notions of artificial and fictional personhood laid out in ch. 16 (L

p112–14).

An artificial person comes into being when one natural person acts on behalf of 

another one, with the latter’s authorisation. In this case, the actions of the actor will be 

taken to be actions of the author—but not the actions of the actor as a natural person.  

This may sound convoluted, but is in fact exemplified by quite familiar forms of 

representation. For example, when a client is represented in court by a barrister, the 

barrister’s actions are taken to have been authorised by the client, and this has a direct 
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impact on who is held responsible for them. If the barrister enters a plea of “Not guilty”, 

the author of the plea is taken to be the client, who will then be held responsible for  

it—for instance, it may result in a longer jail sentence for him or her, if he or she is duly 

convicted of the crime, than if (again through his or her barrister) he or she had pleaded 

guilty 

Similar considerations apply to fictional persons, such as Agamemnon, the character 

from Greek mythology—the example which Hobbes uses in his 1658 work De homine.

Agamemnon can be played by an actor, and in this way represented on stage. A fictional 

person is borne by a representative of someone who (unlike in the case of artificial 

persons) is not a natural person at all. This is clearly true of Agamemnon, who is a 

product of fiction, and thus not a natural person; but it applies equally to inanimate 

objects such as hospitals and bridges. 

This may sound odd, but Hobbes’s idea is that bridges and hospitals (or their owners) 

can be thought of as having interests, which will be served for example by taking care of 

their upkeep. We can then think of the person charged with doing this as bearing the 

person of these objects. Fictional persons, then, arise when the actor represents something 

which is not a natural person, whereas in the case of artificial persons the actor represents 

a natural person. 

So far, then, we have the following scheme: 

Natural persons represent themselves. 

Artificial persons are natural persons who represent other natural persons. 

Fictional persons are natural persons who represent things that are not natural persons. 

Hobbes models political representation on personhood. An obvious question arises. Is the 

political representative in Hobbes’s model a natural, artificial or fictional person?  

PERSONS AND REPRESENTATION 

Suppose we start with the familiar situation where one group of people is represented 

politically by another. It might seem that this was a case of artificial personhood, the  

sole difference being that actor and author are groups rather than individuals.  

However, Hobbes’s theory of representation in Leviathan is more involved than this. 

There are also some false trails, which can lead the reader away from the main outlines of 

the theory One of these is whether the artificial person is to be identified with the 

representative or the represented. I deal with this first. 

As Hobbes remarks earlier, it is “the unity of the representer, not the unity of the 

represented, that makes the person one” (L p114). The identity of artificial persons comes 

from the representative. This is still clearer with fictional personhood, where the author is 

not a natural person at all. In ch. 29 Hobbes bemoans the idea of “mixed monarchy”, that 

the powers of legislation, taxation and military command should be divided between 

different agencies. “[T]he truth is,” Hobbes says, “that it is not one independent 

commonwealth, but three independent factions; nor one representative person, but three”

(L p228; emphasis added). It is precisely because the person’s identity depends on  

the “representer” that dividing powers between (say) monarch, parliament and 
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judiciary—three competing representatives of the people—creates three persons. If the 

identity of these representers were determined by the represented, the subjects, they 

would be the same person. More important, Hobbes’s polemical point against dividing 

sovereignty would lose its force. 

Conversely distinct representatives create distinct artificial persons. This is so even if 

they represent the same natural person. So there is one artificial person if I am 

represented by my lawyer, say and another if I am represented by an estate-agent. In ch. 

16 Hobbes says that “it is the representer that bears the person, and but one person: and
unity cannot otherwise be understood in multitude” (L p114; emphasis added). It would 

be disastrous for Hobbes’s theory if the identity of artificial persons were to derive from 

the person represented, since this would mean that any number of different 

representatives could be separately authorised by the same individual and then be the 

same artificial person. This enables Hobbes to escape an otherwise baffling problem in 

his theory as we shall see. 

So, given the three-part classification of persons as natural, artificial and fictional in 

ch. 16, what kind of person is involved in political representation? Hobbes appears to 

have found this a hard question to answer. On the one hand it seems clear that the person 

in political representation cannot be a natural person. The main reason for this is that the 

representative and represented are not identical with one another, as they are in the case 

of natural personhood—or at least they need not be, and in most cases will not be.  

The sovereign and the people are not identical with one another, except in the limiting 

case where the sovereign consists of the people taken together—that is, the people 

represents itself. So, it would appear, the sovereign cannot be seen as a natural person, 

that is, as a self-representer. 

On the other hand, the remaining possibilities, that the sovereign is either an artificial 

or a fictional person, also face difficulties. If the sovereign as political representative is an 

artificial person, the represented must, on the definitions given above, be a natural 

person. With artificial personation, one natural person represents another such person. 

But we have already seen that the “state”3 is not a natural person. It is an artificial 

construction, created by the individual wills of those who submit to the sovereign. So, it 

seems, the “state” cannot be an artificial person. 

The only remaining possibility within Hobbes’s scheme is that the “state” is a fictional 

person. If so, then what is represented, the “state”, is not a person at all. It is rather an 

imaginary object. We can regard what is represented in fictional personhood as 

something which is real but not a person, such as a bridge, or as something which is a 

person but not real, such as Agamemnon. But either way we do not have a real person 

being represented by the sovereign. This means that what is represented in fictional 

personhood is not capable of doing the things which real persons do. But Hobbes’s 

account of authorisation requires that the people as a collectivity—that is, the “state”—is
thought of as acting in certain ways, primarily by authorising its own representation by 

the sovereign. 

So it seems Hobbes is in trouble whether we see political representation as involving 

natural, artificial or fictional personhood. Is there any way out?  
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UNRAVELLING THE KNOT 

It may be that Hobbes was aware of these difficulties and could not see a way through 

them. Nonetheless, he returned to the subject of personhood in De homine, where he 

presented a simplified version of the English Leviathan account. There he distinguishes 

only between natural and fictional persons, which now subsumes the category of artificial 

persons. In the Latin Leviathan of 1668, he seems to streamline the theory further, 

dropping the talk of artificial and fictional personhood completely: 

A person is he who acts in his own name, or another’s: if in his own 

name, he is his own, or a natural person; if in another’s name, he is a 

person representative of him in whose name he acts.4

So now Hobbes simply distinguishes acting in one’s own name, or in the name of 

another. The most obvious explanation for this is that Hobbes came to believe that his 

earlier account was unsatisfactory However, the problem remains, given that none of the 

three kinds of personhood distinguished in the English Leviathan seems fitted for the task 

of modelling political representation. 

Natural persons are self-representers, individuals acting on their own behalf.  

They have two aspects: as representative and as represented. But how can the “state” 

authorise its own representation by the sovereign, if it does not exist as a real, that is to 

say a natural, person? The key to unravelling the problem is to abandon the attempt to 

identify the person with either the represented or the representative. Recall that according 

to the theory 

Artificial persons are natural persons who represent other natural persons. 

That is, in cases of artificial personhood both representative and represented are natural 

persons, as when I am represented in court by a lawyer. We can amplify the definition of 

artificial persons as follows. If something is an artificial person, then there are two natural 

persons A and B, such that A represents B. In artificial personhood, one natural person 

represents another.  

But, of course, each natural person is, in other contexts, a self-representer, that is, 

someone who represents him- or herself. So we can say that in artificial personhood, one 

self-representer is represented by another. Artificial persons thus embody a dual level of 

representation. But we should note that in Hobbes’s reformulation above from the Latin 

text, he no longer states that the represented is a person: all he says is that there is a 

representative, who is a person, and that there is “another” (alieno), whom he represents. 

This does not commit itself on whether “another” is also a natural person. The problem in 

the case of political representation is that it is far from clear in what sense the “state” 

itself can be said to be a natural person. Rather it seems like an artefact, constructed from 

the distinct wills of individuals who agree to submit to the sovereign. 

Suppose then that political representation is an example of fictional personhood.  

That is, the sovereign, a natural person, represents something which isn’t a person, 
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namely the “state”. But this faces several problems. One is that, as Hobbes makes clear in 

ch. 19, the sovereign need not be a natural person: it may equally be a “sovereign 

assembly”. In this case neither the representer nor the represented is a natural person. 

And, as already mentioned, if the author is not a natural person it is incapable of doing 

what only a natural person can do, such as authorising others to act on one’s behalf. 

However, we should hold onto the idea that the state may be imagined or thought of as 

a person, just as we can imagine that a fictional character such as Agamemnon is a 

person. Where the represented is not a natural person, the representative can provide the 

attributes of thought and action, with their attendant ideas of responsibility which would 

otherwise be absent. In other words, the representative—that is, in political 

representation, the sovereign—gives the state personality By acting in certain ways, the 

sovereign behaves as if it had been authorised by someone else, an author. 

Instead of seeing the “state” as given in advance of the agreement to submit to the 

sovereign, we should think of it as something which becomes a person in the very act of 

representation. It is not that the person—in other words, what Hobbes calls the “state”—

already exists and then authorises the sovereign to represent it. Instead, we infer the 

existence of the person of the “state” from the fact that there is a sovereign who 

represents it. In a passage I have already quoted, Hobbes says that it is “the unity of the 

representer, not the unity of the represented, that makes the person one” (L p114).  

The person of the “state” is created in the act of being represented by a sovereign. Once 

again we find that it makes more sense not to imagine that everyone first comes together, 

and then authorises the sovereign to act for them. Rather the theory works retrospectively 

Hobbes is offering a way of re-imagining an existing political reality where the sovereign 

already wields power. 

The key idea is a familiar one. We can see this from the analogy with an actor who 

represents Agamemnon, or some other fictional person. Of course Agamemnon is a 

figment of the imagination, and so in reality he has no thoughts, feelings or actions.  

But in the theatre we take the words and deeds of the actor playing him to represent 

Agamemnon’s own thoughts, feelings and actions. We have no trouble in 

understanding—and even in believing for the duration of the performance, by the process 

known as the suspension of disbelief—that this non-existent person is given life by a 

dramatic representation. 

But the dramatic representation achieved by actors in plays only offers an imperfect 

analogy with political representation. The difference is that the dramatic character 

Agamemnon remains a fiction, and we suspend our disbelief only for the duration of the 

play His thoughts and actions are not real. By contrast, Hobbes is urging that we really 

believe that, through the sovereign, we as the people think and act. The “people” is 

created in the very act of being represented politically whereas actors do not create the 

personae they represent onstage.5

The people as a distinct agent—the one which Hobbes calls the “state”—does not exist 

until it is represented by the sovereign. It is brought into being by the resolution of 

individuals to submit to a sovereign who represents the people. The person represented 

by the sovereign could thus be called an imputed person, whose existence is inferred from 

the fact that there is a representative, for whose actions this imputed person is to be held 

responsible. The fact that this latter person does not exist before the covenant does not 

create any special problems. The representative relation comes into being with the 
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persons between whom it holds. So it seems that Hobbes can say that the sovereign bears 

the person of those whom it represents, despite the fact that this person does not exist 

before the agreement which sets up this representative relation. 

Political representation thus involves an act of collective imagination, by which the 

“people” is thought of as coming into being through the very fact of being represented. 

The reason for engaging in such an act is that it enables us to make sense of things which 

would otherwise be incomprehensible. Of course the person of the “state” is an imaginary 

being, in the sense that it would not exist unless it was imagined. But this is true of many 

other things which naturally do not exist—at least if that means that they exist only 

because humans have invented them, such as rights of way exchange rates or the rules of 

chess.

This also means that we can dispense with the idea that sovereign power must be a 

relation in which one natural person represents another, as in artificial personhood.  

We could of course insist that what is represented is not a person at all, as in Hobbes’s 

definition of fictional personhood. But whether we think of the represented as one aspect 

of a natural person, or of a fictional person, its status as represented depends on its will 

being articulated by a representative. By itself, purely as represented, it is not a natural 

person. But we can think of the amalgam, the representative plus represented, as a 

natural person—that is, the-people-as-representedby-the-sovereign. Just as we think of 

individual human adults as natural persons because they are self-representing, we can 

think of the authorisation of the sovereign to act for the people as an act of self-

representation. In the terminology I used earlier, sovereign and people are two aspects of 

a single being. It is not that the sovereign represents the people, as a separate natural 

person; the sovereign is the people, providing it with the only identity it has. 

This is an astonishing move. It marks the fruition of the seemingly throwaway 

comment made by Hobbes at the very start of Leviathan, which I noted in Chapter Three. 

There the very distinction between the natural and the artificial dissolves, as Hobbes 

describes nature itself as artificially created (by God). By allowing itself to be represented 

by the sovereign, the people makes itself into a natural person, identical with its political 

representative. It makes the decision to regard itself as naturally one with the sovereign. 

Sovereign and “state” are two aspects of a unitary natu-ral person, just as we can think of 

an adult human being as at once representer, and represented. As a result, the 

authorisation of the sovereign is in fact a case of self-representation. Despite appearances, 

we can think of the-people-as-represented-by-the-sovereign as a natural person.  

Thus what might seem a quite artificial act—the joint agreement of individuals to accept 

somebody as their representative—creates something which can be seen, according to 

Hobbes’s schema, as natural. Artifice becomes nature, and the line between the natural 

and the artificial thus dissolves, just as Hobbes in effect promises at the start of the book. 

From an orthodox Christian standpoint, this blurring of the line between the natural 

and the artificial is something only God, as the creator, can do. We might say that the 

people creates itself by creating its own creator, the Leviathan or “mortal God” (L p120). 

In so doing it imitates—or indeed usurps—the immortal God. It is small wonder that 

Hobbes’s Christian contemporaries took offence at his presumption. In the Appendix to 

the Latin Leviathan, Hobbes compounded the offence by reinterpreting the Christian 
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doctrine of the Trinity using the theory of personhood—so that Jesus Christ is “one 

person” with God in much the same sense that a client is “one” with his legal 

representative.

To sum up, then, the “people” is indeed a figment, a fiction, before it is created 

through the act of political representation. This might naturally lead one to conclude that 

sovereignty in Leviathan must exemplify fictional personhood.6 It is indeed true, given 

that, as Hobbes says, the identity of persons depends on the representative, that the 

people has no identity before it is represented. But, once it is represented by the 

sovereign, the people comes into being as the “state”—the person whom the sovereign 

bears. And, since sovereign and people, representative and represented, are dual aspects 

of one and the same person, we can think of the people as represented by the sovereign as 

a natural person. 

UNITARY SOVEREIGNTY 

Hobbes thinks of the people not just as authorising the sovereign to act on its behalf, but 

as identical with the sovereign under the category person. This does not mean, as we 

shall see in Chapter Eight, that the people and sovereign are identical in all respects, any 

more than a lawyer and his or her client are identical in all respects. Given Hobbes’s 

general account of responsibility and representation, however, it does mean that the 

people is ultimately responsible for the sovereign’s actions, just as a natural person is 

responsible for his or her actions. For this reason, the acts of the sovereign are in fact acts 

of the people itself, as Hobbes is keen to stress. 

As we have seen, the sovereign does not directly represent each of the people taken 

separately Instead, the agreement merges each individual into a single, corporate person. 

The sovereign does not represent each of us taken individually What the sovereign 

represents, according to Hobbes, is a single collective individual, composed of all the 

persons who submit to the power of the sovereign. So the author could be called a logical

individual, which can be thought of as authorising the sovereign to act on its behalf. 

Nonetheless, we can talk of it as if it were a real individual, which has certain intentions 

and interests, certain rights and obligations, which takes responsibility for its actions, and 

so on. 

The introduction of the “state” as an intermediary between the individuals and 

sovereign might appear pointless. Why not just say that the sovereign represents 

individuals—which Hobbes sometimes refers to as “the multitude” (e.g. L p73)? The 

answer is that he had to find a way of bringing together the different wills of individuals 

into the unified political will implemented by the sovereign. Hobbes remarks of the 

interlocking set of agreements by which the sovereign is thought of as being created that 

[t]his is the generation of that great Leviathan…and in him consists the 

essence of the commonwealth; which (to define it) is one person, of whose 
acts a great multitude, by mutual covenants, have made themselves every 

one the author…And he that carries this person is called sovereign, and 

said to have sovereign power; and everyone besides, his subject. 

(L pp1 20–21) 
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This offers an elaborate conception of political agency We can begin from the 

undifferentiated mass or “multitude”, and note that, viewed as a mass, it is not a person at 

all, though it is obviously composed of persons. Then there is the possibility that this 

mass becomes a person. But Hobbes is careful not to say simply that the sovereign 

directly represents this mass. He says instead that the mass becomes a single person 

through the act of covenanting or agreeing to do so, and that person authorises the 

sovereign to represent it. 

The two-stage theory of representation is fundamental to Leviathan’s conception of 

sovereignty Hobbes infers from this conception that the people cannot object to the 

sovereign’s actions, since this involves a kind of contradiction. The sovereign’s actions 

are really the people’s actions, so if I as a member of the people object to what the 

sovereign does, I object, effectively to myself. That is, I contradict my own will: 

“because every subject”, Hobbes says, is “author of all the actions and judgments of the 

sovereign instituted, it follows that whatever he does, it can be no injury to any of his 

subjects” (L p124). 

Hobbes’s reasons for thinking this may be presented as follows: 

R1  Whatever you freely consent to cannot be an injury to you.  

R2  You authorise the sovereign to act for you, such that whatever the sovereign does is 

authorised by you.  

R3  To authorise something is to consent to it.

R4  You consent to whatever the sovereign does (by R2 and R3).

R5  Whatever the sovereign does cannot be an injury to you (by R1 and R4).

Some people would dispute R1, and many people would dispute that legitimate 

government requires authorising each and every act of the sovereign, as R2 claims.  

Even Hobbes himself needs to allow some exceptions to R2, since I am not bound not to 

resist if the sovereign tries to kill me, for example as punishment for a capital crime.  

In other cases he argues that I am not entitled to resist the sovereign because this would 

be to contradict my own will; therefore, in the capital punishment case, if I am entitled to 

resist, presumably I am not contradicting my own will, so I cannot be said to have 

authorised this action by the sovereign. 

It is very important to Hobbes’s account that all cases of personhood, natural or 

otherwise, involve the giving up of rights. The underlying thought is that I cannot 

authorise you to do something on my behalf if I am not entitled to do it myself.  

For example, I cannot give you an admission ticket to a film, that is, a right to see the 

film, unless I possess the ticket in the first place (of course, I could have stolen the ticket, 

but then I will not be entitled to it, and I cannot transfer the entitlement to someone else 

by giving them the ticket). The most obvious case, again, is that of natural persons. 

Where A and B are identical (that is, A and B are two names for the same person), A 

cannot authorise B to do what A has no right to do, since B cannot then acquire the right 

from A.Hobbes says: “by ‘authority’ is always understood a right of doing any act: and 

‘done by authority’, done by commission or licence from him whose right it is” (L p112). 

The person represented by the sovereign is thought of as coming into being via a 

covenant or agreement between the subjects. As already noted, Hobbes is very clear that 
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the sovereign makes no contract with the subjects: “the right of bearing the person of 

them all, is given to him they make sovereign by covenant only of one to another, not of 

him to any of them” (L p122). Hobbes goes on to argue that no agreement can be made 

with the sovereign, because any person who, having made such an agreement, later 

accused the sovereign of breaching it, would in effect be accusing himself, since the 

sovereign’s actions are his own (L p123). More obviously agreements have no force 

without the “sword”, so since the sovereign has a monopoly of force, no breach by the 

sovereign would be actionable. 

Hobbes aimed to repudiate the idea that government rests on a contract between ruler 

and ruled. His main objection to this idea is that it leaves the door open to voiding the 

contract when the ruled think that their rulers have breached its terms. Since for Hobbes 

the author is a purely imputed person, whose existence depends on the contract itself, this 

possibility cannot arise: the person in question disappears at the moment of breach.  

To void a supposed contract between ruler and ruled would, then, be an act of self-

destruction by the “people”: it would annihilate the very thing which gives the people its 

unity 

It is very important to appreciate that the agreement need not be thought of as 

occurring prospectively rather than retrospec-tively. As I argued at length in Chapter Six, 

the state of nature makes prospective agreement more or less impossible. For example, 

the agreement is supposed to be one made by “every man with every man” (L 120), but 

this could hardly occur literally even in the most favourable circumstances, let alone the 

state of nature. Hobbes takes care to stress that it is “as if” everyone agrees with 

everybody else to set up a sovereign, not that they really do so. And they are thought of 

as agreeing by the mere fact of submission to a superior power. 

So the sovereign can “bear the person” of the state without entering into an agreement 

to do so. It is just that the sovereign’s actions are, according to the terms of the 

agreement, taken as those of the people. As I have argued, the represented person comes 

into being at the very moment that a sovereign represents that person. It may of course be 

unclear when that point has been reached. But Hobbes clearly thinks that in many cases it 

is obvious both that there is a sovereign, and who that sovereign is: 

I know not how this so manifest a truth should of late be so little 

observed; that in a monarchy, he that had the sovereignty from a descent 

of 600 years, was alone called “sovereign”, had the title of “majesty” from 

every one of his subjects and was unquestionably taken by them for their 

King, was notwithstanding never considered as their representative. 

(L p130) 

The question now is why Hobbes introduces such elaborate theoretical apparatus into his 

theory when it was absent from De cive and the Elements of Law. He was certainly 

concerned to produce a unified account of sovereignty Against 1640s Parliamentarian 

writers such as Henry Parker, who believed that sovereignty should be shared between 

the monarch and Parliament, Hobbes was concerned to show that sovereignty could not 

be divided between different individuals or bodies. And the account of representation is 

meant to show why this must be so: whoever bears a person (whether natural or 

otherwise) must be regarded as a logical individual, incapable of subdivision. So the fact 
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that the bearer of the person of the commonwealth is a person is what invests political 

authority with unity—with the unity of the representative, not the represented. 

In both the English and Latin versions of Leviathan Hobbes is very careful throughout 

to leave it open whether the sovereign is an individual, or an assembly.7 He argues 

against the widely held view that though the sovereign is greater than each of the subjects 

taken individually the sovereign is less than the mass of subjects taken as a whole.  

The absurdity of this view only remains obscured when the talk is not of “an assembly” 

(L p128). The assembly may be the people as a whole, viewed under a certain aspect, 

rather as the modern House of Commons in the United Kingdom Parliament appears 

under a different aspect when it transforms itself for certain legislative purposes into a 

Committee of the Whole House. There also remains the theoretical possibility not merely 

of representative, but of direct democracy 

As Hobbes says, with reference to the then-recent civil wars: 

a kingdom divided in itself cannot stand. For unless this division [of 

powers, regarding e.g. church government, judicial decisions, tax-raising, 

etc] into opposite armies can never happen. If there had not first been an 

opinion received of the greatest part of England that these powers were 

divided between the King, and the Lords, and the House of Commons, the 

people had never been divided, and fallen into this civil war. 

(L p127) 

In support of the claim that sovereignty must be indivisible, Hobbes gives what Jean 

Hampton (1986 p98) calls the “regress” argument.8 The argument goes as follows. In a 

political system, the power wielded by any person or body is either unlimited or limited: 

if it is unlimited, it is absolute; but if it is limited, it can only be limited by the power of 

another agent; when we ask about this other agent’s power, it will either be unlimited, or 

ultimately limited by some yet other agent whose power is unlimited. So in this chain, we 

always end up with an agent whose power is unlimited, namely the absolute sovereign. 

Hobbes gives what may be a compressed version of this argument in ch. 19:  

that king whose power is limited is not superior to him or them that have 

the power to limit it. And he that is not superior, is not supreme—that is to 

say, not sovereign. The sovereignty therefore was always in that assembly 

which had the right to limit him. 

(L p134) 

For any agent exercising political power, we can always ask whether that power is 

limited, and if so by whom: by which process we must eventually arrive at an unlimited 

power, that is, the sovereign power. 

This looks like a necessary truth. We must come to a point where, at the end of the 

chain, the sovereign power is unlimited. However, Maurice Goldsmith has argued that 

Hobbes’s theory of sovereignty contains a “fallacy” (1980). His argument is based on a 

distinction between what is involved on the one hand in sovereignty’s being absolute, and 

in its being embodied in a “closed” system on the other. A political system may be 

closed—it yields a determinate and final outcome—even though no single person or body 
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within the system wields absolute power. We could compare systems for the 

administration of justice: while it is true, once the legal processes, including for example 

appeal or re-trial, have been exhausted, the outcome of the process is final, this does not 

mean that any one individual or body within the process, such as a judge or court, has 

dictatorial control over the outcome. 

Goldsmith’s point is that while it is a necessary or “analytical” truth that a sovereign 

system is closed, it is much more contentious to say that political instability will follow 

unless a single person or body monopolises power. In effect Goldsmith accuses Hobbes 

of smuggling in the second, contentious claim in the guise of the first, necessary one. 

The regress argument says that we have to go up the chain of command to find where 

power lies, and it is a necessary truth that the chain must have an end. Whatever lies at 

the end of the chain is sovereign, with absolute power. Goldsmith’s response is to say in 

effect: “Yes, but that doesn’t mean that any one person or body necessarily stands at the 

end of the chain. There may be procedures regulating the interactions of several or many 

such agents, none of which has unlimited power”. Political systems embodying “checks 

and balances” between different branches of the constitution, such as the legislature and 

judiciary are sometimes described as having these countervailing elements, designed to 

ensure that no single branch monopolises power. 

Hobbes has, it seems, three possible responses: 

(a) to identify the absolute sovereign with some particular agent within the system, who 

shares power with other agents; 

(b) to identify the sovereign with the system as a whole; 

(c) to reject both of these identifications, and insist that without any unlimited power, we 

have a state of war, in Hobbes’s special sense of that term. 

Possibility (a) seems to be untenable on the grounds that it runs counter to what Hobbes 

says. He repeatedly argues that the sovereign must be all-powerful within the system, and 

not simply one who shares power with others. So to identify the sovereign with an 

individual, such as the modern US President, who works within a system as a very 

powerful but not omnipotent individual, seems to fly in the face of Hobbes’s insistence 

that the sovereign must be all-powerful. 

The second possibility (b), also fails to give Hobbes what he wants, since a US-like 

system contains the very checks on power which he aims to rule out. For example, 

Hobbes is very clear that “the right of judicature” (L p125), that is, disputes about law, 

remains with the sovereign, whereas in the US system this right ultimately lies in the 

hands of the US Supreme Court. So, although outputs from the system are “closed” in the 

sense of being final, this does not preclude the balancing of power between different 

agencies within the system. 

It may seem that possibility (c) is hard to swallow, but Hobbes might press the 

question whether the procedural rules really do determine how outcomes are produced. 

Who enforces the rules? If there is really nobody who does this, then the different 

constituents of the constitution are in a state of war. On the other hand, if there is

someone who enforces them, there is an absolute ruler after all. The cost of accepting 

this, for Hobbes, would be that the absence of a sovereign in his sense would be 

consistent with a high level of political stability: it would not necessitate the dire 

consequences set out in Leviathan ch. 13. 
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But, as we saw in Chapter Four, aspects of the state of war persist in any case at all 

times, even within an established political authority. This is because of the natural limits 

on political power. These limits apply even to certain features of the relation between 

sovereign and subjects, in the fact that the latter cannot be made to renounce their right to 

self-preservation, and that there is no contract between sovereign and subjects. One 

possibility is that the subjects may be in a state of war even though they believe that they 

are subject to government. The effects of the state of war are felt in international 

relations, in stateless territories and in a multitude of circumstances where the political 

authority cannnot impose its will. 

The state of nature, as a state of “war”, thus continues in the commonwealth.  

Life under the sovereign—the civil state, or state of peace—is temporary and frail. In his 

discussion of the commonwealth, Hobbes displays a constant awareness of its mortality 

Leviathan is “a mortal God” (L p120); without its fundamental laws, “the commonwealth 

fails, and is utterly dissolved” (L p200), and in fact “nothing can be immortal, which 

mortals make” (L p221). Ch. 29 pursues an extended metaphor of illness in identifying 

the “infirmities” or “diseases” of commonwealths (L p221; p228). The commonwealth 

dies when it succumbs to civil or foreign war, “which expiring, the members are 

governed by it [the sovereign] no more than the carcass of a man by his departed (though 

immortal) soul” (L p230). 

Prime among the infirmities to which political authority is prey is the idea that “the 

sovereign power may be divided” (L p225). But, it may be said, it is a fact of history that 

power may be divided without precipitating political breakdown. In the constitution of 

ancient Sparta, for instance, power was partitioned between two kings, who reigned 

simultaneously How far different persons or bodies within a constitution can share power 

seems to be an empirical question. If so, the possibility of sharing power cannot be ruled 

out by the regress argument. 

In response, Hobbes would presumably counter that trying to “balance” powers is 

tantamount to triggering a “war” between the elements of the constitution. And then he 

has to say either that one of the elements must come out on top, or else that the war 

between them will in the long run cause political collapse. “[W]hen men ask, where and 

when such [supreme] power has by subjects been acknowledged…one may ask them 

again, when or where has there been a kingdom long free from sedition and civil war[?]” 

(L p145). This exemplifies not peace but “only a cessation of arms… they live as it were, 

in the precincts of battle continually” (L p125). 

REAL POLITICS? 

What room does the theory of sovereignty and indeed Leviathan as a whole, leave  

for politics? On the face of it, Hobbes has rubbed out politics as we know it in liberal 

democratic states in its entirety The sovereign, whether it is a monarch or an assembly 

wields absolute power. There is no scope for dissent, let alone organised political dispute. 

Religion is dictated by the sovereign, as is the content of the law. Nor is there meant to  

be room for disputes over tax-raising—a long-running bone of contention between 

Parliament and Charles I. And there would seem to be little space for the notion of 
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a “loyal opposition”—that is, a party or group which, though opposed to the government, 

nevertheless upholds the national interest, rather than being a “fifth column” or “enemy 

within”. 

However, the picture is slightly more complex than this. It is true that Hobbes does not 

envisage party competition as we know it in multi-party democracies. But such a model 

is to some extent anachronistic anyway since in Hobbes’s day politics was not organised 

along formal party lines. Even so, politics, as a working through of the colliding interests 

of different individuals and groups who hold distinct and often conflicting schemes for 

public policy was a fact. And, although as we have seen Hobbes concentrates sovereignty 

in a single assembly or individual, this still leaves room for debate over policy 

Hobbes is certainly hostile to “leagues” (i.e. associations or coalitions) of subjects, 

regarding them as a danger to the commonwealth (L p164). But at an informal level, at 

least, Hobbes is prepared to allow for some forms of political activity An important test 

case concerns freedom of assembly: if individuals are denied the liberty to assemble to 

debate questions of policy, politics itself barely exists as part of public life. But Hobbes’s 

stance on freedom of assembly is fairly permissive: “[i]f the occasion be lawful and 

manifest, the concourse [meeting] is lawful” (L p164). He is mindful of the threat posed 

to public order by large gatherings of people. But he still allows that “[i]t may be lawful 

for a thousand men to join in a petition to be delivered to a judge or magistrate” (L p165). 

Leviathan contains a good deal of discussion of political issues, most obviously 

religious politics. Hobbes also provides, for instance, numerous passages on taxation (e.g. 

L p167; p173; pp238–39). Hobbes has his own controversial views on fiscal policy: taxes 

should be levied at equal rates on all, because everyone equally enjoys the benefits of life 

under the commonwealth (L p238). He also discusses the distribution of wealth, 

especially land, in ch. 24, arguing that no subject has a right to private property which 

may not be overridden by the sovereign. He rests his case on the claim that the public 

good takes precedence over private ownership. 

So, contrary to some views (e.g. Macpherson 1962), Hobbes does not envisage a free-

for-all in which the market goes unchecked. In fact, he makes express allowance for 

central intervention in the economy, for example in the regulation of foreign trade (L

p173). By contrast, insofar as any template for the free market is presented in Leviathan,
it is the state of nature, where there is no government to regulate economic activity 

Admittedly, the state of nature as Hobbes describes it lacks the minimal social cohesion 

needed to make many market exchanges possible. But Hobbes does not think that central 

intervention is unjustified: on the contrary, it is justified whenever it promotes the 

common good. For example, Hobbes argues that “it is necessary that men distribute that 

which they can spare, and transfer their property therein (L p174); he envisages collective 

property, that is, the public ownership of assets such as land (L p172); ultimately the 

distribution of private property is made by the sovereign (L p125; p172; p173; p225). 

By contrast, the sovereign is meant to take a leading role in encouraging commerce 

and industry (L p239). Hobbes says that under the commonwealth, the “first law” of 

distributive justice concerns the ownership of land, whereby “the sovereign assigns to 

every man a portion, according as he [i.e. the sovereign] and not according as any 

subject, or any number of them, shall judge agreeable to equity and the common good” (L

p171). This is, at least in theory consistent with communism, since individual free-hold 
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rights are made subservient to the collective good. Subjects cannot complain about  

the distribution because the sovereign who makes it “is understood to do nothing but to 

the common peace and security” (L p172). If everyone has an absolute freehold right in 

property “the sovereign…cannot perform the office they [the subjects] have put him into” 

(L p224; cf. p228). 

In Leviathan Hobbes also devotes some space to political advice or “counsel” (ch. 25). 

First he distinguishes counsel from “command”, which is the mark of law-giving, and 

accordingly the province of the sovereign (L p176–77; see Chapter Eight below).  

The mark of counsel is that, while also in the imperative mood, it aims only at the good 

of the person to whom it is given (L p176). It requires “great knowledge of the 

disposition of mankind, of the rights of government, and of the nature of equity law, 

justice, and honour…and of the strength, commodities, place, both of their own country 

and their neighbours” (L p180). Again here Hobbes is troubled by the danger that advice 

will be tainted by self-interest and factionalism. This is the charge, familiar from modern 

politics, that arguments purportedly based on the public interest are in fact self-serving. 

Beyond these manifestations, however, Hobbes seems to allow scope only for 

administration. Even in a monarchy there need to be “public ministers” (L p166), who are 

charged with such duties as regional government, tax collection, levying militias, 

instructing people about their duty to obey the sovereign, administering justice and 

representing the commonwealth abroad (L pp167–69). All these tasks however involve 

what would be regarded as administration rather than political activity at least if that 

means deliberating over policy. 

It is fair to say that for Hobbes, as for many other political philosophers, the aim of 

theory is as far as possible to close down the space for politics.9 Individuals are swayed 

by passion rather than reason (L p131), by bad definitions or by reasoning from false 

premises (L p73). Hobbes makes a sustained attempt to banish most features of politics 

from human life, by quashing the dissension which inevitably results from free thought 

and discussion. At the same time, politics continually intrudes, or threatens to intrude, 

into the settled order of the commonwealth. For Hobbes, politics treads a precariously 

thin line between security and war. 

This ambivalence towards politics is reflected in his double-minded attitude towards 

rhetoric. In the Review and Conclusion, for instance, Hobbes says that “[t]here is nothing 

I distrust more than my elocution [i.e. eloquence, or verbal facility]” (L p490). In politics, 

rhetoric is not merely harmlessly absurd, but also liable to foment civil unrest by 

disseminating opinions as if they were truths. Among the failings of “sovereign 

assemblies” is that their members are “not moved by their own sense, but by the 

eloquence of another” (L p181). He often expresses his distrust of rhetorical figures such 

as metaphor (e.g. L p35; L p54). 

Despite these strictures on rhetoric, Hobbes finds he cannot disown it. He is caught in 

a kind of pragmatic contradiction in Leviathan. His civil science aspires to the 

demonstrative certainty of geometry and ideally would attain this. But unlike the subject-

matter of what we now call the natural sciences, the theory applies to persuadable beings 

who can reason as to how they should act—and can therefore falsify the theory by failing 

to do what the theory predicts. Hence the need to augment scientific demonstration with 

persuasion. 
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As Tom Sorell remarks, “Hobbes’s use of cause-effect reasoning is [such] that at the 

same time as it tells us something about the effects of the passions, it engages our 

passions and motivates us to inhibit those effects” (Sorell 1990b p107). That is, the need 

for persuasion means that rhetoric is indispensable. Even a political philosophy avowedly 

based on reason, like Hobbes’s, cannot abjure it. And indeed Leviathan is replete with 

rhetorical devices (Skinner 1996). So we find Hobbes confessing that “reason and 

eloquence (though not perhaps in the natural sciences, yet in the moral) may stand very 

well together” (L pp483–84). Even political philosophy has to rely on the political 

methods of persuasion—that is, rhetoric. The ineliminability of politics reaches back into 

political philosophy itself.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have examined Leviathan’s theory of political representation. We have, 

once again, trodden a rather winding path, so I shall pause to summarise the main 

landmarks in the journey. Hobbes stipulates that the sovereign—the person or body who 

wields supreme political power—represents individual subjects not directly but by 

representing a corporate individual, which he calls the “state”. In ch. 16 he distinguishes 

three varieties of person, corresponding to different ways in which the relation of 

representation can be understood: natural persons, where somebody represents 

themselves; artificial persons, where one natural person represents another; and fictional
persons, where a natural person represents a thing other than a natural person. 

We can then ask which of these three persons is involved in the political 

representation by the sovereign of the people. I argued that we can rule out artificial 

personhood, since that requires that what is represented is a natural person, whereas the 

“state”, the thing represented, is not a natural person, but a construct. It might seem, 

therefore, that fictional personhood captures the relation we are seeking, since on the 

argument just given the “state” is a represented thing, which taken literally is a fiction. 

However, there is no pre-existing thing which the sovereign represents: what is 

represented, the people, is created in the very act of creating the representer or sovereign. 

Of course, this leaves it open that what is represented is a fiction, just as a stage actor 

who plays the part of Agamemnon represents a fiction. But Hobbes insists that what is 

represented is real: the person of the “state” is “a real unity of them all, in one and the 

same person”, as he stresses (L p120; emphasis added). I suggested that there is no 

insuperable obstacle to seeing political representation as an instance of natural
personhood. The sovereign-and-people, taken together, is a natural person, seen from one 

aspect as the representative, and from another as represented. It is, in the image with 

which Hobbes opens Leviathan, a person which we create, through a collective act of 

imagination. Political authority involves self-representation. Unlike a fictional object, the 

political author is thus self-created by the very act of being represented, just as natural 

persons create themselves through acting as their own representative.  

Finally I argued that sovereignty must be indivisible for Hobbes, but that the “regress” 

argument has to bear too much weight. His argument must be that with divided powers, 

there is no reasonable expectation that constitutional breakdown will not occur, and thus 
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the state of “war” persists. This is why he is at pains to exclude politics as we would 

recognise it. Nonetheless, Hobbes knows the risk of “intestine discord” remains 

ineradicable.
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8

LAW, CRIME, PUNISHMENT

INTRODUCTION

There are two major kinds of law in Leviathan: natural law (which Leviathan calls the 

law of nature), and civil law.1 We encountered natural law in Chapter Four: as its name 

suggests, it is the law which prevails in the state of nature, that is, when no political 

authority exists. On the other hand, civil law, which Hobbes discusses in Leviathan ch. 

26, comprises the laws which obligate those subject to political authority. Without such 

an authority there is no civil law. 

LAW AS COMMAND 

Hobbes’s account of civil law in Leviathan seems simple enough. He adopts what is 

sometimes referred to as a command theory of law. According to this theory laws arise as 

commands: “it is manifest that law in general is not counsel [i.e. advice], but command” 

(L p183). The identity works both ways, so that anything which counts as law must have 

been commanded by the sovereign, while whatever the sovereign commands thereby 

counts as law. The central contrast here is between law, which commands us to do or to 

refrain from doing things, and advice or “counsel”. One of the differences between them, 

according to Hobbes, is that whereas commands are designed to benefit the commander, 

advice aims at the benefit not of the adviser, but of the person who is advised (L pp176–

77). This way of putting it, however, is potentially misleading, since it suggests that the 

intended beneficiary of civil laws as “commands” is the commander, that is, the 

sovereign, whereas Hobbes’s whole point is that these laws benefit those who are 

commanded, the subjects. We can resolve this by bearing in mind that the sovereign acts 

as the subjects’ agent, for their benefit. So in issuing commands, the real commander is 

the person of the “state”, that is, the subjects.2

Commands, unlike advice, must be obeyed. If the person who receives advice ignores 

it, he or she does so at his or her own risk; for this reason, advice (or “counsel”) cannot 

be punished (L p177). The mark of a good counsellor is sound judgement (L p52). It is 

better for the sovereign to hear advice from different counsellors separately since it is 

then less likely to be corrupted by the advisers’ own interests, and listeners are less prone 

to be swayed by “eloquence” instead of sound reasoning (L p181). Though Hobbes does 

not say so explicitly the strong implication of his remarks is that counsel is best carried 

out in a non-public forum, and with a sovereign comprising one person (for which he 

indicates his preference, L pp131–32), or only a few persons, rather than an assembly The 

problems which attend mass advice apply equally to the deliberations of a sovereign 

assembly (L p131; p243). 



Of course, not every utterance with the form of a command—that is, in the imperative 

mood—has the force of law: the person who commands needs to have appropriate 

authority, and the commands have to be issued as part of a law-making procedure. 

Hobbes builds on his earlier theory of authorisation to explain what the authority is.  

The civil law is not merely 

a command of any man to any man, but only of him whose command is 

addressed to one formerly obliged to obey him…I define civil law in this 

manner. Civil law is, to every subject, those rules which the 

commonwealth has commanded him (by word, writing, or other suffi-

cient sign of the will) to make use of, for the distinction of right and 

wrong, that is to say, of what is contrary, and what is not contrary, to the 

rule.

(L p183) 

The sovereign’s commands are rules (Goldsmith 1996 p275). It is not simply a matter of 

the sovereign’s ordering people around. An example of this would be a rule prescribing 

that drivers keep to the right. This does not command people to drive on the right, 

because I do not disobey such a command if I choose not to drive at all: the rule tells me 

what to do if I choose to drive. This is not to say that all rules are conditional in this 

way—I may simply have to perform certain acts, such as joining the army if conscripted, 

or be forbidden to perform others, such as murder. So the rule is what is commanded, but 

the rule itself may only require that I perform or avoid certain actions if specific 

conditions are satisfied. 

This passage also makes clear that the authority which by issuing commands compels 

obedience, is the sovereign. The sovereign, whether it is an individual or an assembly is 

thought of as having been set up by the agreement of all the subjects. As we have seen, it 

follows from this theory that those who are subject to the laws are also the ultimate 

authors of those laws. Hence a subject who opposes these laws wills a kind of self-

contradiction. 

THE DILEMMA OF LAW-MAKING 

The people are both authors and subjects of the civil law. However, this suggests a 

dilemma implicit in the theory of authorisation in Leviathan chs 16 to 18, examined in 

Chapter Seven. The theory holds that the ultimate author of the sovereign’s acts is the 

people. As Hobbes himself remarks in Leviathan ch. 18, the clearest way to see this is to 

imagine that the sovereign is the whole people—that is, the people as a body is self-

representing. The implication of this is that the person of the sovereign is a natural

person, and it then becomes easy to understand how authorisation could occur: the 

sovereign acts on its own authority, just as I act on my own authority, or you on yours.  
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This however poses a puzzle for the theory. The problem is well summarised by 

G.A.Cohen (1996 p167), in discussing authorisation in the philosophy of Hobbes and 

Kant: 

You might think that, if you make a law, then that law binds you, because
you made it. For, if you made the law, how can you deny that it binds you, 

without contradicting your own will? But you might also think the 

opposite. You might think that, if you are the author of the law, then it 

cannot bind you. For how can it have authority over you when you have 

authority over it? How can it bind you when you, the lawmaker, can 

change it, at will, whenever you like? 

The problem arises from the dual role played by the people. On the one hand, the law 

binds you because it is law; on the other hand, the law is something which you can make 

or unmake at will—so how can it bind you? 

As we have seen, it is crucial to Hobbes’s theory that the sovereign is not a party to the 

covenant by means of which the political authority comes into being. This means that the 

sovereign stands outside the civil law, as Hobbes clearly sees: “[t]he sovereign of a 

commonwealth, be it an assembly or one man, is not subject to the civil laws” (L p184). 

Here Hobbes restates the dilemma noted above by Cohen, arguing that it is impossible for 

anyone to bind himself, “because he that can bind can release; and therefore he that is 

bound to himself only is not bound” (L p184). 

But it should be noticed that we have now slipped from talking about the people, to 

talking about the sovereign. If the sovereign is above the law, while the people are 

subject to it, then perhaps we should conclude that the sovereign cannot be bound. 

Nonetheless, the people, by authorising the sovereign which makes law on its behalf, is 

bound. At this point we recall, mystifyingly that the people itself is sovereign, or at least 

the author of what the sovereign does; so how can the people find itself bound, when its 

agent the sovereign is not? 

It is useful to recall the ways in which individuals can undertake to bind themselves by 

taking on obligations where they previously were not obligated. Civil and commercial 

contracts, like employment, marriage and insurance policies respectively are obvious 

examples. In such cases, the parties voluntarily assume obligations to which they were 

previously not subject. The answer to Cohen’s dilemma suggested by these contractual 

obligations is that I can indeed bind my will, because it does not follow from the fact that 

I willed at some time in the past that my will be bound, that I can unbind it at will later 

on. In becoming an employee of an organisation, for instance, I bind myself—that is, 

bind my will—to act within the terms of the contract. If I breach one of the terms of the 

contract, it is not legally open to me to say unilaterally: “But the terms of the contract 

were freely agreed by me, so they are subject to my will; and now I will to change them”. 

For, in contracting, I freely agreed to bind my own will by the terms of the contract. 

In understanding private contracts like those just mentioned, we could if we wished 

divide ourselves in thought into two persons, one of whom exists before the contract, and 

the other after it. By dividing ourselves in this way into two persons, we can see the will 

of the one as binding the future actions of the other—even though in this case, of course, 

they are really one person. Then it becomes clear that the second person, who is bound, 
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has no power to revoke the obligations imposed by the first. The special feature of 

Hobbes’s theory is that those who make the original contract license a third party3 to act 

in ways that will obligate their future selves. 

But, of course, the employer and employee are distinct persons, whereas, as I have 

argued, we can see the sovereign and the people as a single natural person. So it seems 

that Hobbes’s theory of sovereignty depends on dividing the law-maker, who is above the 

civil laws, from those who are bound to obey them, even though those who make the 

laws are also those who are subject to them. This way of putting it makes Hobbes’s task 

sound impossible, and Cohen’s dilemma looms. But, as I shall argue, the theory of 

authorisation outlined in the last chapter shows how law can bind the very persons who 

authorise it. 

Cohen’s argument clearly relies on pressing the implications of the fact that the people 

and the sovereign are identical. The underlying assumption is this: if A and B are 

identical, then whatever is true of A is true of B, and conversely This principle, the 

indiscernibility of identicals, was propounded by the seventeenth-century German 

philosopher Leibniz. But the relation between sovereign and people is one of identity in a 

special sense. This is true even if the personnel who fulfil the role of sovereign are  

the same as the people as a whole—that is, a form of direct democracy prevails in which 

all the members of the people act together as the sovereign. But it is clearer still when  

the sovereign is a single individual, or a proper sub-set of the people. Indeed, there is no 

need for the sovereign to be drawn from the people who are subject to the sovereign’s 

laws at all. 

Identity is being assumed for the purposes of a particular role, that of political 

representative. As far as this goes, the situation is no different from that of actors playing 

roles, as Hobbes points out (L p112). For representational purposes we take the actor 

playing Julius Caesar to be Caesar. But it is clearly false that everything and only that 

which is true of the actor is true of Caesar: for example, Caesar did not have an actors’ 

union card. Because of this, plenty of descriptions which are true of the sovereign will 

not be true of the people, and conversely So the “indiscernibility of identicals” is only 

partially applicable here, and we cannot infer that whatever is true of the sovereign must 

therefore be true of the people. 

It is not that we first specify the representative and represented, decide that they are 

identical, and then infer that whatever is true of the representative must also be true of the 

represented. Rather we infer their identity from the fact that they are related as 

representative and represented. When we see them as related in this way we regard them 

as identical in some ways, but not others. The sovereign embodies that aspect under 

which the people can be viewed as acting freely in making laws, even though under 

another aspect the people must be seen as subject to those same laws. 

As often with Hobbes’s theory of sovereignty the implications are easier to see if one 

imagines that the sovereign is a legislative assembly of all the people. Then it is true that 

each person, as a member of the assembly retains absolute freedom in making the law. 

But this is quite consistent with saying that each person as a private citizen remains 

subject to the law, as indeed do Members of Parliament or Congress. An MP who breaks 

the speed limit, for example, cannot plead immunity on the grounds that he or she has the 
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power to make the law, or repeal it, though Parliamentary privilege gives MPs more 

licence in the chamber of the House of Commons than others (or they themselves) 

outside it.4

The key to Hobbes’s solution is that authorisation is a one-off act: the agreement 

between every man and every other man which creates the “person” of the state 

simultaneously also nominates somebody the sovereign (whether an individual or an 

assembly), to “bear the person” of the state, or in other words to act for it. This means, 

among other things, that the sovereign is nominated to enact legislation on behalf of the 

community but that the people as a whole are the “authors” of the legislation. They are 

indeed bound to obey the laws passed, and cannot “unbind” themselves subsequently.5

It should be noted that this also explains why the sovereign must be, as Hobbes says, 

legibus solutus—not bound by the laws. This necessarily includes the contract by which 

the sovereign’s role as the people’s agent is established. For imagine, contrarily that the 

sovereign were so bound. Then it could simply free itself from the terms of the contract 

by a suitable act of legislation: “For having the power to make and repeal laws, he [the 

sovereign] may when he pleases free himself from that subjection, by repealing those 

laws that trouble him, and making of new; and consequently he was free before” (L

p184). For Hobbes, then, since the sovereign has the power to exempt itself from scope of 

the laws, it cannot be subject to the laws in the first place. 

More obviously the people could have no redress against the sovereign for actions 

performed in its name. For this to be the case, the sovereign would need to have entered 

into a contract with the people, whereby the sovereign could be held to account for failing 

to perform its terms. But, since the sovereign is the people, the latter would be asking for 

redress against itself. 

NATURAL LAW VS CIVIL LAW 

As noted earlier, civil law, unlike natural law, can only exist within a political authority 

But if they are both genuinely forms of law, an obvious question arises, which continues 

to exercise legal philosophers today: what is the relation between them? This gives rise to 

a number of further questions. Does one kind of law contain, or presuppose, the other? 

Do they cover distinct areas of conduct, and if so, what are these areas? If not, and the 

different kinds of law overlap, can they come into conflict? Which form of law has 

priority if they do? 

Many of Hobbes’s Christian contemporaries assumed that natural law was a law of 

morality commanded by God. While Hobbes, in common with his contemporaries and 

earlier political and legal theorists, such as the thirteenth-century philosopher St Thomas 

Aquinas, distinguishes between natural and civil law, modern-day legal philosophers 

usually talk of morality on the one hand, and positive law (that is, the law of polities, or 

states) on the other. Nonetheless the questions which arise are in many respects identical 

to those which Hobbes addressed; the answers given to them define different schools of 

thinking within legal philosophy 

The questions above become sharp when we ask whether any legislation made by the 

sovereign which is unjust or otherwise immoral nevertheless enjoys the force of law.  

The orthodox Christian assumption endorsed by the natural law school of thinking was 
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that the answer to this must be “No” (for a modern defence of this position, see Finnis 

1982). Aquinas, for example, took the view that lex iniusta non est lex—an unjust law is 

no law at all—though he did not think that the latter should be resisted in all cases (for 

further commentary see e.g. Finnis 1998 p184; pp272–74). This is quite consistent with 

thinking that the fact that a duly constituted political authority has enacted a piece of 

legislation is a reason in itself for obeying it—and many would add that this is a moral

reason. On this view, natural law or morality contains civil law. But where they conflict, 

civil law yields to the claims of morality 

Underlying this pattern of thinking is the assumption that civil law ought to be obeyed, 

at least if the political authority which enacts the law is itself justified. If this were not 

true, there would be no basis for saying that they can come into conflict. This is because 

the status of the civil law is held to depend on prior moral standards of right and wrong. 

Some writers, however—legal positivists—take the view that there is no intrinsic moral 

content to the law (for the classic modern statement of this view, see Hart 1961).  

The main feature of this account is that it assumes that there is a clear procedure for 

determining whether or not something counts as law. 

It has often been assumed or argued that Hobbes was a legal positivist (see Hart 1961 

pp187–95; Barry 1968 pp131–32; Watkins 1973 p114; Hampton 1986 pp107–10; Lloyd 

1992 p15). Hobbes does anticipate some aspects of this theory to the extent that 

Leviathan’s basic test to decide whether something counts as law is whether or not it has 

been commanded by the sovereign. Hobbes’s theory is accordingly often identified as a 

precursor of the “command” theory of law, whose major statements were The Province of 
Jurisprudence Determined (published in 1832; see Austin 1995) of John Austin (1790–

1859) and Hans Kelsen’s (1881–1973) “pure” theory of law. The aim in each case is to 

remove allegedly extraneous matter from law, particularly the matter of morality and 

replace it with something which looks less problematical than morality does. Thereby we 

avoid various awkward problems which exercise moral philosophers: what morality is, 

where it comes from, what authority it has, how disputes over it are decided and so on. 

Hobbes rejects the conventional assumption that natural law, as the dictate of morality 

was created by God. In ch. 46 he argues that the proposition that God created law reduces 

to absurdity: “God they [i.e. scholastics such as Aquinas] say is the prime cause of that 

and all other actions, but no cause at all of the injustice” (L p469). Admittedly  

Hobbes says, for example, that “the law of nature…is the eternal law of God” (L p191), 

but as we noted earlier, he is quite happy to say that the laws of nature are but “theorems” 

(L p111), which people may refer to as God’s commands if they wish. This view is 

reiterated in ch. 26: 

the laws of nature…are not properly laws, but qualities that dispose men 

to peace, and to obedience. When a commonwealth is once settled, then 

are they actually laws, and not before, as being then the commands of the 

commonwealth, and therefore also civil laws. For it is the sovereign 

power that obliges men to obey them. 

(L p185; emphasis added) 

This inverts the relation between natural and civil law as it is conceived by natural-law 

theorists such as Aquinas. The status of natural law as law depends on its being given 
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effect by civil law, rather than vice versa. Because of this, the possibility cannot arise that 

natural law removes the force of civil law. Mark Murphy argues that “Hobbes was more a 

latter-day Thomas Aquinas than an early version of John Austin” (1995 p873; for an 

argument to a similar conclusion, see Fuller 1990). On this interpretation, then, the law of 

nature overrides civil law. 

But the interpretation rests heavily on Hobbes’s remark that civil and natural law 

cannot conflict: that is, the law promulgated by the sovereign cannot be at odds with 

natural law. Although he does say that civil and natural law must be consistent, Hobbes 

defines the laws of the political authority so as effectively to rule out the possibility of a 

clash between them. He states that the sovereign is subject to the law of nature, but 

Hobbes adds that the sovereign itself is arbiter of what the law of nature requires: “it is by 

the sovereign power that it is law; otherwise it were a great error to call the laws of nature 

unwritten law” (L p191). For Hobbes, people in the state of nature can unobjectionably 

act in all sorts of ways which Aquinas would have held to contravene the law of nature (L

p90). And they are bound only to desire that the law of nature which commands them to 

seek peace is generally observed; no individual is required to observe it in his or her 

actions if this tends to his or her destruction (L p110).6

In Leviathan and in his later work A Dialogue Between a Philosopher and a Student of 

the Common Laws of England, Hobbes adopts in extreme form the doctrine that the 

interpretation, as well as the enactment, of the civil law is dependent on the sovereign (or 

on judges who are answerable to the sovereign). Part of what this does is to decide what 

actions or states of affairs the terms “just” and “unjust” refer to.7 The sovereign 

seemingly has ultimate discretion regarding these questions, which would usually be 

thought of as issues of moral judgement; so in this sense the sovereign is in effect the 

arbiter of morality Matters are very different in the state of nature, where “[t]he notions 

of right and wrong, justice and injustice have…no place” (L p90). On this showing, 

Hobbes is a fairly typical “positive” law theorist.

Notice however that Hobbes does not deny that natural law exists. He says that the 

laws of nature come into being when “a commonwealth is once settled”, but “not before” 

then. Hobbes must mean by this that though the content of natural law exists and can be 

known before political authority exists, in the state of nature it lacks the force of law. 

Though they remain distinct from civil laws, the laws of nature begin and end their career 

as laws in the commonwealth, the body which creates civil laws. This must be the 

thought behind his otherwise obscure remark (L p185) that “[t]he law of nature and the 

civil law contain each other”: each contains the content of the other. For this reason, there 

can be no conflict between them. Hobbes says that natural and civil law are not “different 

kinds, but different parts” of the law, of which “one part being written, is called civil, the 

other unwritten, natural” (L p185). 

Why does Hobbes bother to say this? Why does he not just say that the only true law 

is civil law, particularly since he insists (L p191) that unless there is a sovereign power to 

declare what is law, it would be “a great error to call the laws of nature unwritten law”? 

The trouble is that Hobbes also says (L p188) that the law of nature is eternal and 

universal: its content is summed up by the fundamental principle of fairness, which is 

encapsulated in the negative version of the so-called Golden Rule, Do not that to another, 

which you think unreasonable to be done by another to yourself (L p188). If fairness is 

indeed a universal and unchanging law, then its content cannot depend on that of 
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particular civil laws which vary from one political authority to the next, because they 

depend on the discretion of the sovereign. This suggests that the sovereign does not enjoy 

a completely free hand in making the law after all. 

Thus another potential contradiction comes to the surface. On the one hand, Hobbes 

seems to adopt a strongly positivist view of law. The sovereign, which makes the laws, 

effectively makes actions just or unjust (L p386), and this suggests that the sovereign in 

law-making cannot act unjustly since the laws themselves determine what is just and 

unjust. The law cannot be unjust (L p239). But now it seems on the other hand that if it 

commanded a law which violated the principle of fairness in the Golden Rule, the 

sovereign would indeed act unjustly Hobbes gives the example (L p194) of a law 

prescribing that anyone removed from his or her home by force may regain it by force, 

and asks what happens when the home is occupied not because of the use of force, but the 

owner’s negligence. If there is no explicit provision to cover this eventuality Hobbes 

says, “this case is contained in the same law”, that is, the person may still regain his or 

her home by force. 

However, if this is what the Golden Rule requires as the fundamental law of nature, 

then it is surely possible that the sovereign’s actions could fail to comply with it.  

But Hobbes has a subtle if potentially evasive answer to this. Here as elsewhere in 

Leviathan he is concerned by the fact that the meanings of words such as those embodied 

in law allow of different interpretations (“almost all words are…ambiguous” L 194; cf. 

p240). Where disagreements arise, conflict will result. Part of the sovereign’s job is to fix 

the reference of key terms, about which dispute will otherwise rage, with dire 

consequences for the stability of the political authority Since its well-being depends on 

defusing private disagreements, it is vital that legal interpretation has a clear and 

unambiguous basis. “The interpretation of the law of nature, is the sentence of the judge 

constituted by the sovereign authority” (L p191). 

In actual cases, much judicial work concerns the application to unprecedented cases of 

existing law, and this also creates the scope for divergent opinions. Hobbes argues that in 

making judgements in such cases, the presumed intentions of the original legislators 

should be the guide which is used: this is why in the eviction example just given, it was 

assumed that the home-owner could regain his or her property by force. But “the 

intention of the legislator is always supposed to be equity”, that is fair dealing. In other 

words, the sovereign treats like cases or claims in a like manner. “It were a great 

contumely [i.e. offence] for a judge to think otherwise of the sovereign” (L p194).  

So what is now sometimes called the principle of “interpretative charity” requires us to 

assume that the sovereign always intends to act fairly 

By way of comparison, we can refer to a crucial passage in the Dialogue, which 

contains Hobbes’s mature thinking on law. There the “Philosopher” (who expresses 

Hobbes’s own views against those of the “Student”) says that the law of equity “is a 

certain perfect reason that interprets and amends the law written, itself being unwritten” 

(Hobbes 1997 p54). But the Philosopher adds immediately that “[w]hen I consider this, 

and find it to be true…I find my own reason at a stand; for it frustrates all the laws in the 

world,” since this means that “any man” can invoke reason as “a pretence for his 

disobedience” (Hobbes 1997 pp54–55). 

The law of reason does indeed underlie all law, and every sane adult has the natural 

power of reason. But it is a cardinal error, in Hobbes’s view, to infer from this that 
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anyone endowed with natural reason is an authority on the law. His grounds for saying 

this are plain: it would lead to the chaos which the political authority is there to prevent. 

So the reason on which laws rest cannot be “any private reason; for then there would be 

as much contradiction in the laws as there is in the schools [i.e. among philosophers]” (L

p187). Although he accepts that “justice fulfils the law, and equity interprets the law” 

(Hobbes 1997 p101), Hobbes is keen to deny the claim that judges “amend” the law. All 

they can do is to amend faulty assertations about what the content of the law is. In 

judging cases, “the judge does no more but [i.e. than] consider, whether the demand of 

the party be consonant to natural reason…which interpretation is authentic, not because it 

is his private sentence [i.e. opinion], but because he gives it by authority of the 

sovereign” (L pp191–92). 

However, Hobbes adds a twist to this story The law is contained in the commands of 

the sovereign, but these commands themselves need interpretation by those subject to 

them (L p190). Since the ultimate basis of civil law is equity which exists outside any 

human mind as a law of reason, it is possible that the sovereign gets it wrong (L p192). 

But we as subjects must always treat the sovereign’s declarations as final (L p195).  

It would therefore be false to say that the sovereign could not will the violation of the 

principle of equity The consequence is rather that subjects, as private interpreters of the 

law, would never have good reason to think that the sovereign had willed such a violation 

(L p194). Confronted, for instance, with a case where the sovereign seems to treat like 

claims differently we have to assume that despite appearances some relevant difference 

exists. We could never regard ourselves as justified in interpreting a law in such a way 

that the legislator could be thought of as having intended to breach equity

Although the sovereign is the ultimate authority on the meaning of the law, the 

subjects still have to interpret the law themselves—otherwise they would never be able to 

know what they are required, permitted or forbidden to do. Accordingly Hobbes takes 

care to emphasise that laws must be made known to the subjects. He says for example 

that “[t]o rule by words, requires that such words be manifestly made known; for else 

they are no laws”: this is to “take away the excuse of ignorance” (L p246). 

This poses problems, given the ambiguity of words. Each person unavoidably uses his 

or her own judgement in deciding what is commanded, what permitted and what 

forbidden, having nothing else to go on. The fact that each reader can only be guided by 

his/ her own reason is underlined in ch. 42: “whosoever persuades by reasoning from 

principles written, makes him to whom he speaks judge, both of the meaning of those 

principles, and also of the force of his inferences upon them” (L p354). Nonetheless, 

Hobbes in ch. 29 identifies such judgements as a prime culprit for the “weakening” of the 

political authority (L p223). This problem becomes particularly sharp with the right of 

self-preservation, which each subject retains from the state of nature. For if I think that an 

act of the sovereign threatens my life, I am entitled to resist (e.g. L p152; p208; p214). 

But if anyone may resist the sovereign when they think themselves entitled, chaos again 

threatens.

While each person can only gather from “the bare words”, what the law means, there 

is only “one sense” of the law (L p194) amid individuals’ various interpretations of it. 

This predicament is inescapable, but it does underline the fact that equity understood as a 

principle of natural reason, is indispensable to subjects in trying to make sense of the law. 

For only a presumption of reasonableness will make it possible for each subject to have 
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any basis for judging what the law says. What matters above all, however, is not that 

everyone’s interpretation in fact converges, but that there is known to be a single 

authoritative interpretation, which is “the letter” of the law (L p194). 

In Leviathan more than in his previous works Hobbes stresses that there cannot be 

legal experts whose opinions are allowed to be at variance with those of the sovereign: 

“he is not the interpreter of them [written laws] who writes a commentary on them” (L

p193). In effect he argues that since commentaries are even more prone to interpretative 

disputes than the original texts commented upon, the attempt to clarify the law through 

commentary—that is, through formal interpretations of the law—is necessarily self-

defeating. Even so, in interpreting the law, each person cannot avoid acting as a 

commentator on the law by the use of natural reason. Hobbes later suggests that 

individuals’ understanding of language converges: “words have their significance by 

agreement” (L p253). But, of course, dispute arises precisely when agreement about the 

meaning of words in their legal contexts is lacking. Then it seems that the only remedy is 

that the sovereign’s word about the meaning of the law is law. 

CRIME AND PUNISHMENT 

In chs 27 and 28 of Leviathan Hobbes turns his attention to crime and punishment.  

A criminal intention by itself is insufficient for the commission of a crime. Action is 

required for crime, though mere intention is sufficient for sin (L p201). While all crimes 

are sins, not all sins are crimes, since crime only exists where there is a political authority 

which makes actions criminal (L p201). Crimes can only be perpetrated if the offender 

was in a position to know that the act in question contravened the civil law—“the want of 

means to know the law, totally excuses” (L p208). So, as already noted, there can be no 

prosecutions for violations of a law which has not been promulgated, nor of children or 

demented people (L p208). Since it is impossible to be obligated to do something which 

is naturally impossible, persons cannot be obligated to obey laws if, by complying with 

them, they are put under “terror of present death” (L p208). 

Punishment is in its nature a public act (L p214), though it need not be carried out in 

public. It is an “evil” inflicted “by public authority on him that has done…that which is 

judged by the same authority to be a transgression of the law”, or has omitted to do what 

is required by law. One of the prime functions which governments perform is to make 

laws to regulate the conduct of citizens and to inflict punishment on those who break the 

laws. Accordingly a central question which theorists of political obligation (philosophers 

who aim to explain how citizens’ duty to obey political authority can be justified) have to 

tackle is how the authority’s imposition of punishment on its citizens can be justified. 

Where does this right come from? Hobbes asks “by what door the [sovereign’s] right 

or authority of punishing in any case came in” (L p214). Other seventeenth-century 

writers such as John Locke base the right of the sovereign to inflict punishment on a 

natural right to punish. In Locke’s theory the natural right to punish is granted to each 

person in the state of nature as an executive power to implement the law of nature, 

understood by Locke as the law of God. Hobbes’s view is rather different. Recall that 

everybody has a right to everything in the state of nature, in the sense that each person 

has a right to whatever he or she judges to be needed for self-preservation, and there is 
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nothing in principle which could not in some circumstances be thought necessary for this 

purpose. The act of agreeing to set up a political authority is the undertaking to “lay 

down” (L p92) most of these rights, and to authorise the sovereign power. This act of 

renunciation is mutually performed by the future subjects. But as we have seen, Hobbes 

stresses that the future sovereign is not a signatory to the agreement, and is therefore not 

bound by it. 

It is of fundamental importance that the sovereign remains in the state of nature with 

respect to the subjects (as well as to other sovereigns) after the covenant is made. 

However, the sovereign, as such, only begins to exist at the point when the state of nature 

ceases to exist in its full form. The sovereign as such does not exist in the full state of 

nature. Despite this, the sovereign is thought of as enjoying undiminished the natural 

rights which everybody enjoys prior to the covenant: “before the institution of 

commonwealth, every man had the right to everything, and to do whatsoever he thought 

necessary to his own preservation…and this is the foundation of [the] right of 

punishing…the subjects did not give the sovereign that right, but only in laying down 

theirs, strengthened him to use his own” (L p214). This includes a right to punish 

offenders.

The key implication of Hobbes’s theory then, is that the sovereign is not granted the 

right to punish by the citizens, but has it anyway: “the right which the commonwealth 

(that is, he or they which represent it) has to punish, is not grounded on any concession or 

gift of the subject” (L p214). Hobbes argues that the right to punish cannot be transferred 

from subjects to sovereign, since nobody can be assumed to give the sovereign the right 

“to lay violent hands on his person” (L p214). Here again he relies on the idea that He 

cannot transfer to you a right which I myself do not have. My “right to everything” is not, 

despite appearances, unrestricted: it is a right to whatever, in the circumstances, I may 

reasonably think I need for my own preservation. I cannot transfer to the sovereign the 

right to use violence against me since “it cannot be intended” (L p214) that I have this 

right. It cannot be intended because my right to all things necessary to my preservation in 

the state of nature could not include such a right. So we cannot think of the sovereign’s 

right to punish as having been handed over by the subjects, because it was not theirs to 

hand over in the first place. 

Though the sovereign’s right to perform the actions which characterise punishment 

(e.g. putting offenders to death) already existed in the state of nature, it is only through 

the political and juridical apparatus which comes into being with political authority that 

these actions can be described as punishment: “neither private revenges nor injuries of 

private men can properly be styled [i.e. called] punishment; because they proceed not 

from public authority” (L pp214–15). An act which merits one form of description in the 

state of nature acquires a different description when the political authority is set up. The 

difference lies not in the quality of the act itself, but in the nature of the agent who 

performs it. 

Hobbes concludes, then, that the sovereign simply retains the right from the state of 

nature: “the subjects did not give the sovereign that right, but only in laying down theirs, 

strengthened him to use his own” (L p214). As we have seen, he dismisses the idea that 

the right to punish could be transferred by the subjects from the rights they hold in the 

state of nature. He then answers the question where the sovereign’s right to punish comes 

from, if not from the subjects’ natural right to all things needed for self-preservation: 
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before the institution of commonwealth, every man had a right to do 

whatsoever he thought necessary to his own preservation; subduing, 

hurting or killing any man in order thereunto [i.e. in order to preserve 

himself]. And this is the foundation of that right of punishing which is 

exercised in every commonwealth. 

(L p214) 

As with the other powers of the sovereign, then, there is no possibility that the subjects 

could revoke the right to punish if the sovereign fails to keep its side of the bargain.  

The sovereign strikes no bargain or agreement with the subjects and has the right to 

punish irrespective of any agreement. It is unsurprising that the sovereign makes no such 

deal with the subjects, since as noted the sovereign does not exist until the subjects agree 

among themselves to lay down their rights. So Hobbes’s answer to the question which 

theorists of political obligation pose regarding the right to punish, is that in a sense the 

right to punish always exists. In the political authority the right to punish is left over from 

the sovereign’s right to self-preservation. 

However, the claim that the sovereign’s right to punish must be left over from the state 

of nature faces certain problems. The argument that I cannot transfer to the sovereign a 

right to punish me, since I lack that right myself, ignores an obvious possibility The right 

to punish could be transferred, if each subject transferred to the sovereign his or her right 

(including the right to inflict violent death) against everyone else. This would mean that 

the sovereign would acquire A’s right to inflict violence on B, and B’s right to do so 

against A, and so on for all the subjects. So the sovereign’s right to punish, derived from 

transferred rights of self-preservation, would cover everybody 

The idea that the sovereign’s right to punish survives from the state of nature also 

faces the objection that the sovereign may not exist in the state of nature (for a parallel 

point about Locke, who argued for such a right in the Second Treatise, see Nozick 1974 

p139). Clearly the sovereign does not exist as sovereign, since before the arrival of 

political authority sovereignty itself does not exist. But if the agent which becomes 

sovereign does not exist in the state of nature, nor do that agent’s rights. In this case, 

there are no rights which survive into political society so the right to punish cannot be a 

survival from the state of nature.  

So problems arise if we trace the right to punish back to the sovereign’s rights in the 

state of nature. There are other advantages in seeing the right to punish as resulting from 

mutual transfers of rights among those who subject themselves to the sovereign. It seems 

to offer a better understanding of the basis for the sovereign’s right to punish. The right 

to all things which each individual possesses in the state of nature exists to promote self-

preservation. But if one private citizen murders another, the murderer may pose no threat 

at all to the sovereign, though Hobbes does argue that crimes are acts against the person 

of the commonwealth (e.g. L p213; p237). The rationale for the sovereign’s right to 

punish rests not on its own right of self-preservation against its subjects, but on the 

subjects’ signalling that they will desist from violence against one another. 

The right to punish can then be derived from the fundamental basis of the law of 

nature, which holds that “every man ought to endeavour peace…and when he cannot 

obtain it, that he may seek and use all helps and advantages of war” (L p92).  

The sovereign gains or retains a natural right to perform certain actions. These actions, 
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under political authority acquire the description of punishment. In summary then, 

although the entitlement to perform those actions, which in the commonwealth count as 

punishment, already exists in the state of nature, they only merit the term “punishment” 

when people have moved out of the state of nature. 

By the same token, only those persons can be punished who have accepted political 

authority, rather than declaring themselves “enemies” towards it (L p216). Enemies can 

simply be fought and killed without due process (L p219). Punishment of the innocent is 

a transgression of the law of nature (L p219), because it violates equity and no benefit 

derives from punishing the innocent—another indication, incidentally that Hobbes did 

not simply think that the state of nature is one in which anything goes. But those who are 

not subjects may justifiably have any treatment whatever inflicted upon them, as long as 

the sovereign believes they pose a danger to the public good (L p219). Hence while the 

rules of punishment regulate and constrain the treatment of wrongdoers, there is in 

principle no limit to the acts which can justifiably be performed towards “enemies”—

Hobbes’s term for those who have not made a contract with the political authority or have 

unilaterally renounced the contract. One consequence of this is that there are no limits on 

what can be done to non-combatants (or, indeed, combatants) in prosecuting a war with a 

foreign power. 

This treatment, however bad, would not of course count as punishment. This follows 

from the claim that punishment requires a political authority which commands civil laws. 

Hobbes says that those who deny an authority to which they previously submitted will be 

hoist with their own petard. 

[In] denying subjection, he [that is, the person who renounces the 

covenant by denying the sovereign’s authority] denies such punishment as 

has by the law been ordained; and therefore suffers as an enemy of the 

commonwealth; that is, according to the will of the representative. 

(L p216) 

Hobbes does not make it very clear exactly which illegal acts are such that their 

perpetrators count as an “enemy” of the commonwealth rather than merely as criminals. 

But such acts must presumably include at least treasonous actions, such as the attempted 

assassination of the sovereign (if the latter is an individual). Some offences, such as theft, 

would not reduce the perpetrator to the status of an enemy of the commonwealth, rather 

than a criminal within it. But others do. The infliction of capital or other punishment, at 

least for those crimes which make the perpetrator an “enemy” to the political authority is 

a conceptual impossibility A further consequence of this view is that no distinction can be 

drawn between the response by the sovereign to acts of treason and conventional acts of 

war-making against foreign powers. Hobbes argues that “rebellion is but war renewed” 

(L p219), so that the same response is appropriate to each. 

This also reinforces the point that the natural law of equity only becomes effective
within a political authority despite the fact that its existence does not depend on that 

authority The “sword” may attack the innocent as well as the “nocent” in war (L p219), 

although the law of equity as Hobbes stresses, forbids punishing the innocent within the 

commonwealth (e.g. L p192). So the innocent children and grandchildren of enemies are 

fair game (L p219). The sovereign continues to be subject to equity; as a principle 
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determining just measures of punishment, equity only comes into effect within those 

relationships which are mediated by the civil law. And, as this is not true of “enemies”, it 

cannot be a principle regulating their treatment. 

In their role as law-makers, the individual person or persons composing the sovereign 

have the power to make laws, and hence in Hobbes’s theory are themselves outside the 

law (L p231). But as private citizens, like off-duty MPs or Congressmen, they are as 

subject to the law as anyone else. As regards punishment, certain actions performed by 

the sovereign—such as taking goods owned by one of the subjects without the latter’s 

consent—may be construed as acts of punishment in some circumstances, but as theft in 

others.8 This is not a “shadowy” distinction, as one commentator has suggested (Ryan 

1996 p339), but an instance of a very familiar role-playing division, without which much 

of modern life would be impossible. 

Hobbes offsets the authoritarianism of Leviathan with an element of paternalism.  

The sovereign is meant to govern for the good—that is, the safety—of the people (L

p240). Punishments and rewards are to be applied for the common benefit (L p241).  

The paternalism extends to a basic provision of social security Those who are unable to 

support themselves “ought not to be left to the charity of private persons, but to be 

provided for, as far as the necessities of nature require, by the laws of the 

commonwealth” (L p239). On the other hand those who can work, but do not want to—

known in Hobbes’s day as “sturdy beggars”—will “be forced to work” (L p239). 

CONCLUSION

Hobbes thinks, then, that law is whatever is commanded by the sovereign. In deciding 

whether something is law—be it a document, an utterance or some set of rules or 

practices—what matters is whether it comes from a suitable source, rather than its 

content. In this Hobbes agrees with modern legal positivists. But he further argues that 

the content of the civil law must be consistent with natural law. He is also clear that the 

sovereign falls under the sway of natural law, just as the subjects do (L p237).  

This certainly qualifies Hobbes’s standing as a legal positivist, since positivists deny that 

natural law or morality should constrain—let alone determine—the content of positive 

law. For Hobbes, natural law exists as the law of reason. Reason constrains the content of 

positive law. And positive laws can only be those which the sovereign can intelligibly be 

regarded as having made. 

All sane adults can reason, and therefore tend to think themselves authorities on 

matters of reason, including the content of the natural law. By common consent, natural 

law can overrule civil law. So if private reason is allowed free rein, there is a risk that 

everyone will think himself an authority on the law. This is why the sovereign has to 

decide what natural law commands. If this seems to be at odds with reason, citizens have 

to defer to the sovereign’s interpretation. This may be sustainable in most circumstances. 

But the strains of commitment may show when the sovereign’s actions stand grossly at 

odds with the natural dictates of reason as understood by the populace at large. 

Kleptocratic or murderous regimes such as those of much of post-colonial Africa would 

not be justifiable by this standard. 
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Hobbes traces the sovereign’s right to punish offenders to the natural right to use any 

means which may preserve oneself. As I have suggested, however, in some ways it 

makes better sense to think of the original right as being held not by the sovereign but by 

individuals in the state of nature, and then being transferred. If the sovereign did not exist 

in the state of nature, the sovereign will have no natural right of its own to carry over into 

political society Nor is it obvious that a right to pre-emptive action against a possible 

aggressor in the state of nature can be identified with a right to punish offenders after the 

fact under civil government. For these reasons, the mutual transfer of right from subjects 

to sovereign makes better sense of Hobbes’s theory Though it remains in a state of nature 

with the subjects, the sovereign is bound by natural law to act so as to promote their well-

being. Precisely for this reason, however, those who have not submitted to the sovereign 

are enemies and may be eliminated at will, without due legal process.

FURTHER READING 

Leviathan chs 25, 26, 27, 28, 29 

Hobbes on law

It is useful to compare the main treatment of civil law in Leviathan with Hobbes’s other 

political works, particularly De cive. The passages in De cive dedicated to the theory of 

civil law and sovereignty are in Chapters XIII and XIV. Those in the Elements of Law

occur at Chapters XXVIII and XXIX. The fullest statement of Hobbes’s mature views on 

the nature of law is contained in his A Dialogue between a Philosopher and a Student of 

the Common Laws of England, edited with an introduction by Joseph Cropsey (Chicago, 

IL: Chicago University Press 1997). For an account of the historical background to the 

Dialogue, see Glenn Burgess, The Politics of the Ancient Constitution: An Introduction to 

English Political Thought, 1603–1642 (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania University 

Press 1993). Summaries of Hobbes’s views about the different varieties of law can also 

be found in Martinich, A Hobbes Dictionary (Oxford: Blackwell 1995), pp176ff. 

Commentary on Hobbes’s legal theory

GENERAL

The most comprehensive single-volume guide to Hobbes’s views on the nature of law is 

Claire Finkelstein (ed.), Hobbes on Law (Burlington, VT: Ashgate 2005), which contains 

many of the essays listed below. 

For brief surveys of Hobbes’s theory of civil law, see Maurice Goldsmith, “Hobbes on 

Law” in Tom Sorell (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Hobbes (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press 1996). Goldsmith defends the traditional view of Hobbes as 

an early legal positivist. See also Conal Condren, Thomas Hobbes (New York: Twayne 

Publishers 2000), ch. 5. An interesting argument that Hobbes was in fact a natural law 

theorist of a kind similar to Thomas Aquinas is contained in Mark Murphy, “Was Hobbes 

a Legal Positivist?”, Ethics 105 (1995), pp846–73. See also Timothy Fuller, 
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“Compatibilities on the Idea of Law in Thomas Aquinas and Thomas Hobbes”, Hobbes

Studies 3 (1990), pp112–34. 

For a sympathetic treatment of Hobbes’s theory, see Robert Ladenson, “In Defense of 

a Hobbesian Conception of Law”, Philosophy and Public Affairs 9 (1981), pp134–59. 

Ladenson argues that Hobbes does not fit in easily with either the positivist or natural law 

schools as these are conceived in modern legal philosophy. See also Ladenson’s 

contribution to Finkelstein (ed.), Hobbes on Law, “Hobbes on Natural Law and Natural 

Right”. 

THE RELATION BETWEEN NATURAL AND  

POSITIVE LAW IN HOBBES 

David Dyzenhaus, “Hobbes and the Legitimacy of Law”, Law and Philosophy 20 (2001), 

pp461–98, rejects the traditional “positivist” interpretation that Hobbes’s sovereign is 

strongly constrained by natural law. See also Dyzenhaus, “Hobbes and the Legitimacy of 

Law” in Finkelstein (ed.), Hobbes on Law. Sharon Lloyd, “Hobbes’s Self-effacing 

Natural Law Theory”, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 82 (2001), pp285–308 and 

reprinted in Finkelstein (ed.), Hobbes on Law, offers an interpretation close to that given 

in the text of this chapter: she points out that the claim that natural law overrides or 

invalidates civil law becomes empty given Hobbes’s insistence that the sovereign is the 

only authoritative interpreter of natural law. David Gauthier, “Hobbes: The Laws of 

Nature”, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 82 (2001), pp258–84 argues that for Hobbes the 

law of nature is to be seen as a set of rational guidelines or precepts rather than as 

commands. On this point, see also Robert Ladenson, “Hobbes on Natural Law and 

Natural Right”, in Finkelstein (ed.), Hobbes on Law.

For Hobbes’s views on the law of nature, see the Further reading section at the end of 

Chapter Four. See also Sharon Lloyd, “Hobbes’s Self-Effacing Natural Law Theory”. 

Lloyd argues that for Hobbes the essence of law consists neither in natural nor in positive 

law as usually understood, emphasising, as I have in this chapter, the importance of the 

sovereign in adjudicating disputes over the content of the law of nature; that is, the law of 

nature (which commands us to seek peace by creating a sovereign) itself dictates a 

mechanism for resolving disputes about its content (though Lloyd’s description of natural 

law as being on this account “self-effacing” seems to me potentially misleading). See also 

David Gauthier, “Hobbes: the Laws of Nature”. 

HOBBES ON PUNISHMENT 

See Mario A.Cattaneo, “Hobbes’s Theory of Punishment”, in K.C. Brown (ed.), Hobbes

Studies (Oxford: Blackwell 1965). Also David Heyd, “Hobbes on Capital Punishment”, 

History of Philosophy Quarterly 8 (1991), pp119–34; and Anita L.Allen and Maria H. 

Morales, “Hobbes, Formalism and Corrective Justice”, Iowa Law Review 7 (1992), 

pp713–39; these essays are reprinted, along with the one by Cattaneo, in Finkelstein 

(ed.), Hobbes on Law. For theoretical background on the right to punish and its origins, 

see Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (Oxford: Blackwell 1974), ch. 6, 

especially pp137–42. Useful theoretical background can also be found in A.J.Simmons, 

“Locke and the Right to Punish”, Philosophy & Public Affairs 20 (1991), pp311–49. 
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International law

For an application of these debates to international law, see Charles Covell, Hobbes,
Realism, and the Tradition of International Law (Basingstoke: Palgrave 2004), who tries 

to redefine Hobbes as an opponent of realism. For a classic statement of Hobbes as a 

prophet of realism, see Hedley Bull, “Hobbes and the International Anarchy”, Social 
Research 48 (1981), pp717–38, reprinted in Finkelstein (ed.), Hobbes on Law. See also 

Robinson Grover, “Hobbes and the Concept of International Law”, in the same volume, 

which earlier appeared in Timo Airaksinen and M.A.Bertman (eds), Hobbes: War Among 
Nations (Aldershot: Avebury 1989). Grover argues that the sovereign is superfluous, 

since it will only come into being if people are already disposed to keep their covenants; 

as I have argued above, this ignores Hobbes’s claim that covenants need the backing of 

force.

Further argument on the relevance of natural law to Hobbes’s theories of international 

politics can be found in Noel Malcolm, “Hobbes’s Theory of International Law” in his 

Aspects of Hobbes (Oxford: Clarendon Press 2002), ch. 13; and Michael Williams, The

Realist Tradition and the Limits of International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press 2005). See also the Further reading section at the end of Chapter Ten 

below.  
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9

RELIGIOUS LIBERTY AND 

TOLERATION

INTRODUCTION

Religion plays a big part in Leviathan. In this Hobbes follows his contemporaries, for 

whom religious questions were of great political importance. Religious questions, both of 

theology and church organisation, had bulked large in the civil wars. Until a couple of 

decades ago, most commentators thought that in Leviathan Hobbes endorsed a political 

order in which a single religion—the one prescribed by the sovereign—dominates. 

Latterly, however, many readers of Hobbes have concluded that he advocated a degree of 

religious liberty which, although restricted by modern standards, was for his own time 

rather broad in scope (Ryan 1983; Ryan 1988; Tuck 1990; Martinich 1992; Gray 2000). 

HOBBES, LEVIATHAN AND RELIGION 

Religion seemed to Hobbes to be sufficiently important to merit a whole section of 

Leviathan to itself. Part 3 of Leviathan, entitled “Of a Christian Commonwealth”, argues, 

particularly in ch. 42 (the longest in the entire book), that the claims of religious 

organisations to political power are unfounded. Indeed, Part 4, “Of the Kingdom of 

Darkness”, continues the same discussion in a more negative and polemical vein. 

Although the last two parts of Leviathan make up half its total length, modern editors 

sometimes greatly abridge them or cut them entirely. However, in the last generation or 

so there has also been a reaction against the comparative neglect of Parts 1, and 4.  

An early protest against this neglect was entered by John Pocock, who complained that 

the standard attitude of “far too many scholars has traditionally been, first, that they 

aren’t really there; second, that Hobbes didn’t really mean them” (Pocock 1972 p160).  

As a result, commentators now tend to take them more seriously than was previously  

the case. 

Nonetheless, much of the argument of Part 3 (and to some extent Part 4) remains 

rather tedious for modern readers uninterested in Biblical interpretation. Hobbes’s main 

aim, especially in Part 3, is to show that the churches’ claims to exercise political power 

lack any scriptural foundation. It is therefore not surprising that his prime strategy is to 

look in exhaustive detail at the relevant Biblical texts. His method is an attritional one. 

Hobbes grinds his way through the scriptures, arguing that they fail to support those who 

think the state should be subordinated to religious authorities such as priests, bishops or 

the Pope. While these parts should not be ignored, and make a significant contribution to 

the argument of Leviathan, the treatment they receive here will in no way be 



proportionate to their length. The main reason for this is that the main audience envisaged 

for this book is those interested in modern political philosophy and theory rather than 

Biblical interpretation. 

In understanding the religious doctrines of Leviathan, two questions need to be 

distinguished. First, “What are the religious politics of Leviathan?”; and second, “What 

were Hobbes’s own religious views?” It may seem obvious that these are different 

questions, but some commentators write as if the answer to the second question must be 

the same as the answer to the first. Some readers of Leviathan think that the book relies 

on orthodox Christian theological assumptions, while others think Hobbes subscribed to 

some more off-beat version of Christianity. Others argue that the book rejects Christian 

doctrine across the board, at least in the sense that its arguments do not assume the truth 

of any form of Christianity; this goes for most of the game-theoretic interpreters of 

Leviathan, discussed in Chapter Five. Of course, the last of these might be true, even if 

Hobbes was, in his personal religious beliefs, a kind of Christian. 

Historians have pointed out (Mintz 1962 p45; Skinner 1964 p332), that the charge 

most often levelled against Hobbes by his contemporaries, at least after the publication of 

the English Leviathan, was that of “atheism”. In the seventeenth century “atheism” was a 

blanket term of abuse for anyone whose religious views were regarded as objectionable 

(Martinich 1995 pp31ff., esp. p36), rather than carrying any serious charge of denying 

God’s existence. In much the same way “bastard”, used today as a generic term of abuse, 

carries no literal charge of illegitimacy.1 In his essay “Of Atheism”, Francis Bacon wrote 

that “all that impugn a received religion, or superstition, are, by the adverse part [i.e. 

those who disagree with them] branded with the name of atheists” (Martinich 1992 

pp19ff.). A contemporary Roger Coke, remarked in the 1660s that Hobbes could not 

“walk the streets, but the boys point at him, saying There goes Hobbes the atheist!’” 

(Springborg 1996 p347). So the charge of “atheism” bandied about by Hobbes’s 

contemporaries should be interpreted with caution, at least as a guide to Hobbes’s own 

religious beliefs. 

Modern commentators have variously seen Hobbes as a “Christian atheist” in the 

phrase used by his contemporary the Anglican bishop Henry Hammond, to describe 

Hobbes’s views (Tuck 1993a p329), that is, one who rejected belief or faith in God but 

held that Jesus was the Messiah; or a theist who believed that the truths of the Christian 

religion were disclosed by the combined power of reason and supernatural revelation 

(Martinich 1992 pp1–5); or as a sceptical fideist who held that reason is powerless to 

demonstrate the truth of the Christian religion, which therefore requires a leap of faith 

(Pocock 1971 p192). Some commentators continue to believe that Hobbes was an atheist 

in the modern sense—that is, someone who denies the existence of God (Skinner 1988; 

Wootton 1988, e.g. p711).  

As our concern is with Leviathan, rather than Hobbes’s personal views, I shall only 

consider the latter much later in this chapter. The book itself gives good reason for not 

doing so. Leviathan argues unequivocally that private beliefs cannot be permitted to 

shape religious policy. If Hobbes thought (contrary to the interpretation I set out in 

Chapters Four to Six) that the reason why we should obey the laws of nature was that 

God had commanded them, this might affect our understanding of Leviathan as political 

theory. But it is not clear that even this would affect the book’s justification for political 

authority Hobbes had to provide reasons for accepting his political theory which his 
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contemporaries would be likely to find compelling. As he wrote in the Review and 

Conclusion, the aim of the book was “to set before men’s eyes the mutual relation 

between protection and obedience” (L p491). 

So Leviathan had to appeal to those professing a wide range of different religious 

beliefs, including those who denied that God was the author of the laws of nature  

(L p111). What Hobbes is doing, then, is something much closer to the modern liberal 

strategy endorsed by the twentieth-century US political philosopher John Rawls and 

others, of trying to offer political conclusions which can be justified from a variety of 

moral and religious perspectives, including those who lack strong religious beliefs (Rawls 

1993; Rawls 1999, e.g. chs 22 and 26). His aim is to provide conclusions which can be 

accepted irrespective of deep differences in ideological outlook. 

Fortunately therefore, readers of Leviathan do not need to engage with the intricacies 

of Hobbes’s own religious views, at least when it comes to interpreting the book’s theory 

of church and state. Hobbes’s religious beliefs would be relevant, if the book simply 

proposed that these beliefs should be embodied in the political and religious institutions 

of society But in fact the book’s argument is precisely that the political authority should 

not institutionalise the religious views of private citizens2—of whom Hobbes, obviously 

was one. For this conclusion to follow, he needed only to claim that there was no final 

authority to verify whether religious claims were true, coupled with some other non-

religious premises, as we shall see in the following sections.  

LEVIATHAN AND RELIGIOUS LIBERTY 

In a much-cited passage near the end of Leviathan, Hobbes reviews the recent religious 

upheavals in England, and draws conclusions from them about the best form of religious 

organisation. The view which he seems to endorse is that the abolition of the Church of 

England was a good thing, as was the fact that Presbyterianism, which replaced the 

Church of England, had in turn given way to Independency a radically decentralised form 

of church organisation. 

First, the power of the popes was dissolved totally by Queen  

Elizabeth …And so was untied the first knot. After this, the Presbyterians 

lately in England obtained the putting down of Episcopacy: and so  

was the second knot dissolved. And almost at the same time, the power 

was also taken from the Presbyterians. And so we are reduced to  

the Independency of the primitive Christians to follow Paul, Cephas or 

Apollos, every man as he likes best: which if it be without contention,  

and without measuring the doctrine of Christ by our affection to  

the person of his minister…is perhaps the best. First, because there ought 

to be no power over the consciences of men, but of the word itself, 

working faith in everyone, not always according to the purposes of them 

that plant and water, but of God himself…and secondly because it is 
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unreasonable in them who teach there is such danger in every little error 

to follow the reason of any other man endued with reason of his own, to 

follow the reason of any other man, or of the most voices of many  

other men. 

(L pp479–80) 

Hobbes could make these arguments with relative impunity during the triumph in the late 

1640s of Independency which reconstructed the church along the lines of “primitive 

Christian” practice. This was, of course, completely at odds with the Anglican religious 

order enforced by Charles I and his predecessors, as well as the religious settlement 

which would come into force with the Restoration after 1660. Hobbes’s apparent defence 

of Independency particularly angered his former friend Edward Hyde. To hedge his bets, 

however, Hobbes included a side-swipe at the Independents in a handwritten presentation 

copy of Leviathan which Hobbes had had specially made as a gift to the future Charles II 

in exile in France in 1651 (Hobbes 1991 liv). 

Hobbes found himself under parliamentary investigation in the later 1660s during 

proceedings on the Atheism Bill. By this time the “Clarendon Code” had reasserted a 

stringent form of Anglicanism through such measures as the Corporation Acts (1661), the 

Act of Uniformity (1662), the Conventicle Act (1664) and Five Mile Act (1665), which 

reinstated the pre-civil-war Church of England and restricted non-Anglican Protestants 

from preaching their religion outside private households. Against this background, 

Hobbes prudently excised the passage quoted above, along with many others which 

would offend against the reinstated Anglican orthodoxy when preparing the Latin text of 

Leviathan in the mid-1660s (first published in 1668). It is unlikely that his own views 

about how church and political authority should be related to one another had 

significantly changed during this period. The English Leviathan was effectively banned 

in England during the 1660s, and even publishing his views in Latin would have got him 

into trouble with the authorities. 

RELIGIOUS TOLERATION 

In recent decades the view has gained currency that in Leviathan Hobbes set out to 

defend religious toleration (Ryan 1983; Ryan 1988; Tuck 1990). Indeed, Richard 

Flathman goes so far as to say that Hobbes “go[es] well beyond toleration” (Flathman 

1993 p154). In other words, according to this view, Hobbes was trying to justify a 

political theory which allowed for religious diversity. This interpretation has received its 

ablest exposition in the writings of Richard Tuck. Hobbes emerges as a defender of 

toleration not merely because of the generally individualist bias of his thought, but also 

because of the wide divergences in religious practices which he was prepared to accept. 

Tuck argues that in its essentials, Leviathan’s case for toleration was “[f]irst, that there 

was no source of moral or religious judgment in a commonwealth independent of the 

sovereign; and second, that the very lack of such a source implied toleration” (Tuck 1990 

p169; emphasis added).  
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On this reading, the fact that private judgement was an unstable basis for a political 

order persuaded Hobbes that civil peace can be preserved only by making the sovereign 

the supreme authority on Scripture. Why though, should the “very lack” of a source of 

moral or religious judgement be thought to imply toleration? The idea, presumably is that 

toleration can be justified by an argument along the following lines: 

T1  People make an indefinite number of conflicting claims about religion or morality 

any one of which may be true.  

T2  There is no authoritative source of truths on religion or morality (apart, that is, from 

the political authority itself).  

So:

T3  Nobody knows which, if any of these claims is true.

But: 

T4  Other things being equal,3 it is surely wrong for a political authority to suppress a true 

moral or religious claim.  

So:

T5  Other things being equal, it is wrong for the authority to suppress any of the claims 

mentioned in T1, and this amounts to a doctrine of religious or moral toleration.

The first question this raises is whether the argument works. The second question is 

whether Hobbes himself makes this argument. On the first question, there are two 

different ways an argument can fail to give us good reasons for believing its conclusions. 

One is if it draws invalid inferences from the initial premises; the other is if the premises 

themselves are false. 

Premise T4 might be disputed here. Many philosophers have thought that the fact that 

a claim is true does not mean that there cannot be a good reason for suppressing it. 

“Reason of state” is often cited in this connection, and official secrecy provides a clear, if 

exceptional, illustration of it. John Stuart Mill confronts and dismisses this view in ch. 2 

of On Liberty, on the grounds that the truth of a doctrine is part of its utility. But it is hard 

to see why there is necessarily any reason why utility should not be better served by 

suppressing truths, or promoting falsehoods, than their opposites. Indeed, another 

nineteenth-century English utilitarian, Henry Sidgwick, thought that a utilitarian society 

would need to suppress the very fact that it was being run on utilitarian lines. Even most 

non-utilitarians think that there can be good reason to suppress truths for reasons of state. 

It is not beyond dispute that the truth of a belief provides a reason for not suppressing 

it. Many modern liberals would argue that the reason why beliefs should not be 

suppressed is not because they are true, but because they as liberals subscribe to a moral 

principle such as equal respect for persons, which commits one to respecting their beliefs. 

Very often, liberals assume or argue that sets of beliefs (such as mutually inconsistent 

sets of religious doctrines) which cannot all be true should nonetheless all be tolerated. 

For instance, some religions such as Hinduism are polytheistic, while others, such as 

Christianity Islam and Judaism, are monotheistic. The belief that there is at most one god 
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is clearly inconsistent with the belief that there are many gods. If so, the reason why these 

religions all have a claim to be tolerated cannot be that they are all true. Nor (for most 

liberals anyway) will the case for toleration be based in general on the claim that each 

belief has at least a reasonable likelihood of being true: the peddlers of wild conspiracy 

theories, for instance, benefit as much from a tolerant regime of free speech as do 

intellectually rigorous scientists. 

A second line of response is that the argument will lack bite in the face of religious 

and moral disagreement over fundamental beliefs. Such disagreement essentially involves 

dispute over whether the beliefs in question are true, or probably true. Of course, the 

mere fact of disagreement does not stop one side or the other from being right. But very 

often no conclusive argument can be given to show who is right. In such cases the 

repressive political authority may mount an argument for suppression based on the 

alleged balance of probabilities, perhaps arguing that a clear and present danger lies in 

permitting the doctrine to flourish. Here an argument from public order may well prove 

stronger than one based on probable truth. 

Did Hobbes really mean to offer an argument of the form T1 to T5, or anything like it? 

It is not clear that he did. For one thing, although some sources in Leviathan seem to 

endorse versions of T1 to T3, there is not much to support a claim like T4. Indeed, Hobbes 

argues that even if some doctrine, which the political authority’s official religion brands 

as heretical, happens in fact to be true, subjects are still obligated to obey the laws in 

general, and those relating to religious conduct in particular. The duty of obedience, for 

Hobbes, extends to any laws requiring participation in the state religion. Hobbes says that 

nobody can show someone else that he or she has had a direct communication from God. 

But if the person who tries to show this is the sovereign, “he may oblige me to obedience, 

so as not by act or word to declare I believe him not” (L p256). 

Nonetheless, there is a passage in ch. 26 which could be taken to support the claim 

that Hobbes endorsed T4, the view that it would be wrong for a political authority to 

suppress a true moral or religious claim. He considers the relation between civil and 

natural law, and concludes that no problem results for the theory “if the [civil] law 

declared, be not against the law of nature”, and allows only that “all subjects are bound to 

obey” the civil law “in all things not contrary to the moral law” (L pp198–99). Here he 

seems to be rejecting the notion that a legitimate civil law could conflict with the moral 

law, and it might be thought that what motivated this claim, or at any rate exemplified it, 

was the view that it was necessarily wrong to suppress true religious doctrines. Hobbes 

seems to be claiming that the natural or moral law trumps the civil law, so that the civil 

law would be invalid if it contravened morality 

However, as I argued in Chapter Eight, Hobbes’s views are more sophisticated than 

this. He is indeed distancing himself from the view that an immoral law, such as one 

which suppressed the true religion, would be a law in any true sense. So it probably 

would be wrong to suppress a certain religious doctrine, such as the claim that Christ was 

divine, if that is true. But a claim of this kind can never be established in such a way as to 

constitute knowledge.

Indeed, in the very passage which is taken to support T4, Hobbes negates its force.  

He notes that “a subject that has no certain and assured revelation particularly to himself 

concerning the will of God is to obey for such the commands of the commonwealth” (L
p199). If we spell it out, Hobbes’s argument runs as follows: unless a subject has got true 
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and assured revelation from God to do otherwise, that subject has to obey the political 

authority; the commands of the political authority are themselves to be taken for divine 

commands; therefore, no subject has got true and assured revelation from God to do 

otherwise than obey the political authority This authority could decide, of course, to 

allow a measure of religious freedom—for example, because in the sovereign’s view, this 

is what God wants. The crucial point for Hobbes, however, is that religious policy 

follows from the will of the sovereign, rather than because it is based on theological or 

other considerations which are objectively true. 

Hobbes goes further, and argues that anyone who thinks that he or she can disobey the 

sovereign at will—if for example, the sovereign is an unbeliever—the disobedience is 

itself anti-Christian. “[W]hen the civil sovereign is an infidel, every one of his own 

subjects that resists him sins against the laws of God (for such are the laws of nature), and 

rejects the counsel of the apostles, that admonishes all Christians to obey their princes” (L
p414). This is tantamount to rejecting T4. It implies that even if a sovereign espouses a 

false doctrine—which Hobbes, if only to pander to his readers’ prejudices, has to assume 

is a non-Christian doctrine—the subjects are still bound to obey The conclusion must be 

that for Hobbes the truth of a doctrine offered no justification for disobeying the religious 

order promulgated by political authority 

HOBBES’S INTOLERANT TOLERATION 

Another argument, which also begins with premise T1 above, might go like this: 

T1  People make an indefinite number of conflicting claims about religion or morality any one 

of which may be true.  

But: 

T2+  If people are permitted to follow these claims, then political and religious chaos, that is, 

a breakdown of public order, will result.

So:

T3+  The political authority is justified in enforcing whatever measures, including suppression 

of beliefs, are necessary for the preservation of public order.  

Does Hobbes argue along these lines? A plausible case could be made that he does.  

As far as T2+ goes, he argues in ch. 29 (L p223) that “among the diseases of a 

commonwealth” is the prevalence of the belief that “every private man is the judge of 

good and evil actions”, rather than the civil law, with the result that the political authority 

is “distracted and weakened”; this is held to be particularly true when each individual’s 

conscience is held up as an ultimate court of appeal on questions of morality 

As for T3+, in ch. 31 Hobbes argues that 

seeing a commonwealth is but one person, it ought also to exhibit to God 

but one worship; which then it does, when it commands it to be exhibited 

by private men publicly. And this is public worship, the property whereof, 
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is to be uniform…because a commonwealth has no will, nor makes no 

laws, but those that are made by the will of him or them that have the 

sovereign power, it follows that those attributes which the sovereign 

ordains in the worship of God for signs of honour ought to be taken and 

used for such by private men in their public worship. 

(L pp252–53) 

This strongly suggests that the doctrine of Leviathan restricts religious liberty It is not 

assumed that the public forms of worship are in themselves necessitated by other 

considerations such as divine revelation. The only relevant question is what the public 

authority requires in the way of religious observance. Hobbes’s idea seems to be that a 

contradiction would exist if the sovereign willed two different forms of public worship, 

just as it would if an individual thought there were two mutually exclusive forms of 

worship, each of which was necessary to salvation. There are also pragmatic political 

grounds for enforcing uniformity: whichever doctrine happens to be true, political chaos 

is liable to result unless uniformity is imposed. Most people would point out that there 

may sometimes be pragmatic grounds for toleration rather than coercion, but for Hobbes 

the point remains that pragmatism will not yield a principled case for toleration. 

Religious liberty like other liberties, has to take its chances case by case against concerns 

such as public order. 

Accordingly in Part 3 of Leviathan Hobbes aimed to show that religious claims against 

secular authority whether in matter of religion or elsewhere, had no basis in scripture. 

This strategy in turn demands minimalism about the doctrinal content of religion (i.e. 

Christianity). Hobbes boils it down to the bare bones in order to pre-empt the threat of 

sedition fuelled by religious “inspiration”. It is barely exaggerating to assert that Part 3 is 

devoted to showing that we can have no good reason, and in particular no Biblical 

warrant, for belief in Christian doctrines beyond those which Hobbes thinks are necessary 

to make somebody a Christian. These come down to endorsing the claim, which Hobbes 

seemingly interprets in purely secular terms, that “Jesus is the Christ”, a proposition 

which he takes as equivalent to “Jesus is the King [i.e. of the Jews]” (L p407; cf. p273; 

p299; p346; pp408–13). 

For Hobbes this is the most that the Bible entitles us to say about the attributes of 

Jesus. Of God we know nothing at all (L p23; cf. p467) apart from the fact that he exists 

(L p271). We know nothing of the divine attributes because God is incomprehensible (L

p271). It follows, with added force, that we cannot justify engaging in civil disobedience 

as a result of supposed divine revelation, still less rebellion. As Hobbes knows, these 

arguments will not suffice to dissuade people from trusting to their own judgements 

about religion, with the results which he repeatedly bemoans in Leviathan. His aim is to 

establish that claims by religious authorities to political power lack scriptural foundation. 

There are many passages in Leviathan where Hobbes expresses scepticism about 

people’s claims to have received a text-message from the Almighty. For example, in ch. 

32 he deflates the view that God reveals himself to man through dreams: “to say he [i.e. 

God] has spoken to him in a dream, is no more than to say he has dreamt that God spoke 

to him” (L p257). Miracles are important in this connection, because “their purpose [is] 

always to beget or confirm belief” (L p302). Hobbes devotes a whole chapter to 

debunking them (ch. 37). Miracles, at least in post-Biblical times, no longer occur  
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(L p259; p306), and even if they did there would be no guarantee that they were brought 

about by God or his agents rather than his enemies (L p258), who, as the Bible assures us, 

also have the power to bring about the miraculous. 

Hobbes’s account of miracles torpedoes the Roman Catholic doctrine of 

transubstantiation, the claim that the bread and wine at the service of communion are 

transformed into the body and blood of Christ. The Catholic doctrine, rejected then as 

now by the reformed churches of northern Europe, held that this was a literal 

transformation, which occurs every time the Last Supper is commemorated in the 

sacrament of the Eucharist. Of course, as Hobbes gleefully points out, the bread and wine 

on the altar-table at communion still look suspiciously like a wafer and a glass of 

Cabernet Sauvignon (L p305). In this it compares unfavourably with conjuring tricks, 

since tricksters at least have the decency to make it look as if they really have 

transformed a rod into a serpent, or water into blood (L pp422–23). The Catholic 

doctrine, Hobbes says, is no better than the ancient Egyptian custom of worshipping leeks 

(L p423). 

It is presumably with such beliefs (which in context merit the technical term 

“superstition”)4 in mind that Hobbes denounces those 

men [who], vehemently in love with their new opinions, (though never so 

absurd), and obstinately bent to maintain them, gave those opinions also 

that reverenced name of conscience, as if they would have it seem 

unlawful to change or speak against them; and so pretend to know they 

are true, when they know at most, but that they think so. 

(L p48) 

This acerbic passage casts extreme doubt on Hobbes’s credentials as a precursor of 

modern liberal theorists of toleration. He does not say that private belief ought to be 

protected—indeed the above passage expresses contempt for conscience. As Hobbes 

knew only too well, the elevation of “conscience” to be the supreme arbiter of moral right 

and wrong was one of the roots of political disorder (L p223), such as the civil strife in 

the British Isles during the previous decade. Stability required deference not to these 

private judgements, but to a supreme political authority. 

It is worth noting that Hobbes seems to begin from a similar point to John Locke, a 

later seventeenth-century defender of toleration. Hobbes considers an argument similar in 

form to the best-known argument given by Locke for toleration in his Letter Concerning 
Toleration. There Locke argues that attempts to impose religious conformity must be 

doomed to fail, since regimes which try to do this are seeking to achieve uniformity in 

people’s beliefs, and it is simply a fact about beliefs that they cannot be coerced in this 

way I believe what I believe, on the basis of evidence or revelation or faith, and the fact 

that the regime tries to make me believe something different cannot by itself have any 

impact on this basis.5

Hobbes apparently anticipates Locke’s views on belief. He does so in rebutting the 

charge that the state’s domination over the church allows rulers to force their subjects to 

deny Christ. “To this I answer, that such forbidding is of no effect; because belief and 

unbelief never follow men’s commands” (L p343); in ch. 46 he adds that there is nobody 

who will “not hazard his soul upon his own judgment” rather than submit it to the 
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discretion of the civil power (L p472). The clearest statement of this position is perhaps in 

ch. 26, where Hobbes says of any law which is repugnant to individuals’ private 

conscience that such people are “bound…to obey it, but not bound to believe it: for men’s 

belief, and interior cogitations, are not subject to the commands, but only the operation of 

God” (L p198). 

But Hobbes does not advance this theory of belief in support of toleration. The fact 

that beliefs resist these attempts to coerce them can be used to yield a very different 

conclusion from Locke’s: because belief is resistant in this way it is of little account 

whether the public authorities are intolerant about religion. The implicit argument, once 

spelled out, goes as follows: what really matters to each individual is his or her own 

salvation; salvation depends (if anything) on private beliefs; but these beliefs are 

impervious to outside repression, for example by the civil authority. This is why it 

doesn’t matter very much to individuals how repressive the civil authority is. 

Hobbes suggests that the imperviousness of private beliefs to outside coercion is one 

side of a coin whose other face is religious uniformity In ch. 42 he discusses the Biblical 

case of Naaman the Syrian. Naaman (2 Kings 5 xvii) is said to have converted to the 

Jewish religion when cured of leprosy by Elisha, but was not described as doing wrong in 

continuing to go through the motions of worshipping the idol Rimmon, as was required 

by the secular power (L pp343–44). According to Hobbes this shows that what matters is 

the forum of private conscience, not the publicly prescribed religious forms. He implies 

that those forms may be enforced in public with as much authoritarianism as one wishes. 

Hobbes’s great coup here is to turn the argument from private conscience on its head, 

making of it an argument not for religious latitude but for uniformity 

The same applies to Hobbes’s discussion of ancient Rome’s religious policies in ch. 

12, where he remarks that “the Romans, that had conquered the greatest part of the then 

known world, made no scruple of [i.e. had no objection to] tolerating any religion 

whatsoever in the city of Rome itself, unless it had something in it that could not consist 

with their civil government” (L p83). An example of the latter was the Jewish religion, 

which denied all political authority under God. The point is that the Romans’ willingness 

to tolerate “any religion whatsoever” in the city of Rome depended on the submission of 

the Roman people and their having been pla-cated, as Hobbes notes, with bread and 

circuses.

Hobbes does admittedly leave room for variation in “things indifferent” to salvation. 

As we have seen, his conception of the defining tenets of Christianity is, by the standards 

of his contemporaries, a minimal one. As a result, the range of actions which Hobbes 

deems necessary to salvation is rather limited (L p403): it encompasses only 

acknowledging the truth of the claim that “Jesus is the Christ”, and obeying the civil 

laws. This is compatible with any political order, even one which denies the truth of 

Christianity While some Christians believe that salvation demands adherence to a range 

of other doctrines as well (such as the virgin birth or the resurrection), it follows for 

Hobbes that this belief cannot justify disobedience towards political authority. 

Consequently the minimal content of Hobbes’s version of Christianity should not be 

confused with toleration. Suppose someone imagined that a much wider range of actions 

were necessary to salvation: such a person would not be tolerated if these actions were at 

odds with the laws of the land. What does the work, in other words, is Hobbes’s 

minimalist account of what is required for salvation, and not a principled commitment to 
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toleration as a value. The minimalism follows from the fact that there is very little, in 

Hobbes’s view, that the study of scripture can be taken to prove incontrovertibly about 

the nature of God. The question is not so much what is true about God’s nature, but what 

human reason could be expected to gather about God’s nature from the evidence 

available to it. It is the fact that in Hobbes’s view not much is required for salvation 

which leaves a good deal of scope open to individual subjects to interpret the divine will. 

Even here, it should be noted, there are no obvious limits on the degree to which the civil 

authority can compel conformity to its prescribed forms of public worship. 

As I noted earlier, one of modern political philosophy’s main concerns is how to 

impose agreed political principles, such as principles of justice, on a society in which 

people hold diverse beliefs (Raz 1990; Rawls 1993; Gray 2000), and it may be tempting 

to think that Hobbes was also engaged in this project. Many modern philosophers think 

the best response to this diversity is to draw up principles which are as uncontroversial as 

possible between these beliefs. This may have influenced the way in which Hobbes has 

been read on religious liberty The fact that Hobbes provides the most minimal content to 

Christian doctrine makes it tempting to see him as an early liberal. But it would be rash to 

infer from the fact that these philosophers have often aimed to make room for toleration 

in the face of diversity that Leviathan engages in a similar enterprise. 

The “tolerant” interpretation of Leviathan has also recently been advanced by John 

Gray albeit on a more pragmatic reading of Hobbes’s intentions (Gray 2000, ch. 1).  

This assumes that the prime and only political good is security: “For [Hobbes], toleration 

was a strategy of peace…In this Hobbesian view, the end of toleration is not consensus. It 

is coexistence” (Gray 2000 p3). The choice, in short, is between co-existence, and no 

existence. This is not, however, adequate for those, such as John Rawls, who demand a 

more ambitious defence of toleration: co-existence in no sense implies that people who 

are forced, by lack of power, to put up with others, would not happily squash them if they 

had the power to do so. Such co-existence is not produced by toleration, but impotence: 

on the stronger reading, toleration requires a readiness to live with others even when it is 

in one’s power to do otherwise. However, confusion may arise over this (even among 

political philosophers), because of its passing similarity to a principled defence of 

toleration—namely that a tolerant society is one in which the balance of power between 

different groups is a good in itself. 

Hobbes does remark at the end of Leviathan that following the views of other men 

about what forms of religious doctrine to adopt “is little better than to venture his 

salvation at cross and pile [i.e. a game of chance]” (L p480; Ryan 1988 p41). This might 

be thought to suggest that it is too dangerous to entrust one’s salvation to the fiat of the 

worldly sovereign. But Hobbes is explicitly referring here to the beliefs of other private 

men, not the public religious authority He is in fact offering a reductio ad absurdum

argument against those who think that “there is such danger in every little error”, based 

on human fallibility: those who claim to preach the true religion down to minute details 

of observance are as fallible as those they presume to guide. Thus this is part of the 

justification of the handing over to the sovereign of decisions about matters of religious 

doctrine, not part of an argument for religious liberty.6
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SOVEREIGNTY AND BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION 

Previously in Elements of Law and De cive, Hobbes had adopted the conventional 

position that, since Scripture did not interpret itself, the most authoritative account of it 

was likely to be made by divines, those versed in theology For example, he maintains 

quite unambiguously in De cive that “it is the task of a church to settle disputes; and 

therefore it is for a church, not for individuals, to interpret holy scripture” (Hobbes 1998 

p231). In Leviathan, however, he changes his position radically. There, in ch. 42, he 

argues that ministers of the church cannot be the authoritative interpreters of the meaning 

of scripture. 

Not coincidentally this parallels Hobbes’s mature views about the authority of judges 

in interpreting law. As we saw in Chapter Eight, in the Dialogue on the Common Law he 

attacks the claims of judges to authority in interpreting statute as undermining the unitary 

sovereign: indeed, Hobbes links the two claims explicitly (L p378): “It is the civil 

sovereign that is to appoint judges, and interpreters of the canonical scriptures; for it is he 

that makes them laws”. There is a good reason for this: Hobbes thought that the “person” 

of the sovereign (whether an individual or assembly) could be the only source of 

political, ecclesiastical and juridical authority 

This was not because Hobbes believed that the sovereign was likely to be more skilful 

at Biblical interpretation than everyone else. His point was rather, as with the written civil 

laws, that scripture does not interpret itself, that the divergences in private readings of it 

are liable (then if not now) to provoke civil strife, and therefore the interests of peace are 

best served by making the sovereign’s interpretation of it authoritative. Religious law in 

Leviathan is the ecclesiastical equivalent of road-safety legislation: it matters little which 

side of the road people drive on, as long as everybody drives on the same side. What is 

needed is a salient standard, a point of convergence, which enables each person to 

conform in public to the behaviour of every other person. 

The Naaman passage cited a few pages back does, however, create a further puzzle. 

Hobbes says that 

whatsoever a subject, as Naaman was, is compelled to in obedience to his 

sovereign, and does it not in order to his own mind, but in order to the 

laws of his country, that action is not his, but his sovereign’s; nor is it he 

that in this case denies Christ before men, but his Governor, and the law 

of his country. 

(L p344) 

The problem here should be obvious from the discussion of sovereign representation in 

Chapter Seven. Hobbes’s argument depends on the idea that sovereign and people are one
person, so that the actions of the agent, that is the sovereign, are owned by those of the 

author, the people, who are therefore responsible for them. How then can the people be 

absolved of responsibility if the sovereign denies Christ, or performs some other action 
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tending to damnation? Surely if the people are the author of the sovereign’s acts, they 

must take responsibility for them, and accordingly accept salvation or damnation as the 

consequence of this. 

This problem in some ways parallels the objection lodged by G.A.Cohen against 

Hobbes’s account of law-making, considered in Chapter Eight. There the problem was 

that the people are both master of, and subject to, the civil law, and this seemed to 

involve a contradiction, or at least to license inferring contradictory conclusions from the 

same premise. In response I stressed that the sovereign does not become identical with 

the people, but for certain purposes is taken for the people. The fact that sovereignty is 

“absolute”, that is, undivided, in Hobbes’s theory does not detract from this status. 

So, by the same token, the political identity of sovereign and people should not be 

taken as identity across the board. In particular, identity should not be assumed for the 

purposes of assessing what might be called religious liability If the across-the-board 

identity claim were true, it would be nonsensical to deny that a purely referential 

expression could be true of the sovereign but not of the people (or vice versa). But, as we 

have already seen in this chapter, Hobbes makes a great deal of the distinction between 

judgements by private citizens about religion and morality on the one hand, and 

judgements by the public authority on the other. 

The point is particularly clear with religion. The “people” is necessarily disaggregated 

because each individual has a private conscience. Hobbes says that “faith is the gift of 

God; and he works it in each several [i.e. individual] man by such ways, as it seems good 

to himself” (L p405). There is no such thing as the public conscience, only the several 

consciences of private men. The Leviathan is a corporate being, whose judgement 

overrides that of the subjects. But it does not follow that Leviathan therefore also has a 

corporate conscience, which likewise overrides private conscience. Hobbes’s argument 

about the non-coercibility of belief underlines this point. 

Hobbes nonetheless insists that disaster ensues when individuals are left to form and 

act on their private judgements, whether about religion, law or politics: in ch. 29 this is 

accounted one of the principal causes of “weakness” in a political authority. It follows 

that private conscience cannot justify a veto on civil law, as many modern liberals have 

thought. 

Another doctrine repugnant to civil society is, that whatsoever a man does 

against his conscience is sin; and it depends on the presumption of making 

himself judge of good and evil…the law is the public conscience, by 

which he has already undertaken to be guided. 

(L p223) 

As a result—a point as relevant to the religious politics of our day as of  

Hobbes’s—private citizens cannot appeal to conscience as a get-out-of-jail-free card. 
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LEVIATHAN’S THEOLOGY 

Hobbes was a mortalist: he believed that the soul has no existence after the death of the 

body In ch. 38, he quotes the Bible itself in support of this view (Job 14 vii), to show that 

“man dieth and wasteth away yea man gives up the ghost, and where is he?” (L p310). 

David Johnston argues (1989 p659) that Hobbes became a mortalist before he started 

composing Leviathan because it removed a threat to his political theory—the fact that the 

political authority could be trumped by a religious one. If the latter could assert that 

subjects would suffer eternal damnation if they obeyed a civil law at odds with the law of 

God, then it would be harder for the political authority to cow its subjects by fear of the 

worldly consequences of disobedience, since a much worse fate might await those who 

obeyed such a law. 

Hobbes’s mortalism thus meant that the soul was not granted eternal life, but was 

returned to life by God on judgement day Then the damned would suffer a “second 

death”. They would be consigned to hell. In a presumably burlesque passage, Hobbes 

identifies hell with Gehenna or Tophet, ancient Jerusalem’s municipal garbage dump  

(L p313), where the local authorities seem to have pioneered a waste management 

scheme using incineration. Hobbes notes that nobody would be so literal-minded as to 

identify the “hell” of the Bible with this dump, but argues that otherwise we have to think 

of hell as a metaphor. According to Hobbes, the damned would be consumed in this fire, 

but not forever: unlike the saved, they would be able to have sex, and thus perpetuate 

themselves via their children (L p433). This is the only sense which Hobbes finds he can 

attach to the idea that the damned would be condemned to eternal torment. 

In his interpretation of Jesus’s relationship to God, Hobbes also provides a novel 

adaptation of the theory of personation presented in Leviathan chs 16 to 18. The orthodox 

view of that relationship, endorsed by the Church of England before and after the 

Restoration settlement, was that God was a three-in-one being, comprising God as Father, 

as Son (i.e. Jesus) and as Holy Spirit—the doctrine of the Trinity In ch. 41 and in 

Appendix 1, of the Latin edition of Leviathan, Hobbes offers a highly controversial 

account of the God-Jesus relationship. Jesus, he says, 

represents (as Moses did) the person of God; which God from that time 

forward, but not before, is called the father; and being still one and the 

same substance, is one person as represented by Moses, and another 

person as represented by his son the Christ. For person being relative to a 

representer, it is consequent to plurality of representers that there be a 

plurality of persons, though of one and the same substance. 

(L p338) 

Here Hobbes draws directly on the theory of personation given in chs 16–18  

of Leviathan, which we examined in Chapter Seven. The significant feature of the theory 

for current purposes is Hobbes’s claim that “it is consequent to plurality of representers 

that there be a plurality of persons”: that is, the same individual is a different person  

Religious liberty and toleration     155



if represented by A rather than B, even though that individual is, by hypothesis, the same 

in each case. So God is a different person if represented by Moses rather than Jesus. 

Nonetheless, God remains in some sense the same individual, whoever represents him. 

This was far from being orthodox Anglican (or indeed Christian) doctrine. It was 

passages like the one above which attracted the charges of “atheism” from Hobbes’s 

contemporaries, or the charge of denying the orthodox Christian doctrine of the Trinty. 

Hobbes completely omitted this passage in the 1668 Latin Leviathan (Hobbes 1994b 

p333). Certainly his view that Jesus stood in the relation of “representer” to God would 

have struck most contemporaries as bizarre. For one thing, it placed Jesus on a level 

footing with Moses, a mere prophet. Second, it seemed to deny that Jesus was, in his own 

person, divine: the denial of Jesus’s divinity was declared to be heretical by the Council 

of Nicaea in the year 325. 

It is odd that Hobbes, who otherwise was only too well aware that his interpretations 

of Christianity were unorthodox, if not heterodox, should have published the Latin 

appendices in 1668 and dug himself deeper into the hole which his earlier writings had 

opened up. Hobbes’s minimal characterisation of Christianity sidelines God. If all that 

Christians are required to believe is that Jesus was King of the Jews, why should they 

believe in God at all? The “representative” theory of the Trinity does nothing to dispel 

this worry This makes the charge of “Christian atheism” look plausible. In fact, Hobbes 

may well have thought that God did exist, since for him the universe is matter in motion, 

and he thought that there has to be a first mover. But evidently such a being need not be 

much like the traditional Christian God.7

CONCLUSION

Like Hobbes, modern liberals are much concerned with the diversity of beliefs in society 

Modern liberals also follow him in trying to produce just principles to govern diverse 

societies. This may make it look as if Hobbes, like modern liberals, is trying to produce a 

theory of toleration. But for Hobbes diversity is a problem to be solved by political 

design, rather than an asset to be accommodated by it. This is one difference from 

modern liberalism, which seeks to protect the different political claims mounted by 

“identity”. Since the facts constitutive of identity may be public (e.g. skin colour), it 

cannot be banished to the private sphere as readily as beliefs can, though of course the 

belief that these facts are of overriding political weight can be so banished. 

Hobbes’s theory is clear that private judgements have to take a back seat in political 

justification. It is not just that most judgements will lose out, by not being endorsed by 

the sovereign; they will also prove to lack sufficient rational warrant, and be mere articles 

of faith. The only consolation, from the perspective of those holding these judgements, is 

that the beliefs themselves lie beyond the reach of the sovereign. Since Hobbes thinks 

that few religious beliefs can be justified by reason, there will be very little possibility 

that the religion prescribed by a sovereign will run counter to such beliefs. 

Moreover, since private judgement is inextricably private, subjects can go on having 

their own convictions regardless of how externally repressive the sovereign is, and it is 

these convictions which matter to salvation. However, some of the key liberties which 

Hobbes and leviathan     156



modern liberalism stresses are freedom of worship, freedom to proselytise, and freedom 

of association; these freedoms are constitutive of toleration, since they guarantee that 

citizens will be able to follow their own impulses in these matters, despite the disapproval 

of others. Nothing in Hobbes’s theory requires that these freedoms be present.8 That is 

why it is mistaken to construe him as an advocate of toleration. 
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(as we saw in earlier in this chapter) this term was often used as a generic term of abuse. 

Many commentators in the mid-twentieth century were inclined to view Hobbes as either 

an out-and-out atheist, or as someone for whom religious belief played no significant role 

either in his personal life or political theory Leo Strauss, for instance, assumed that 

Hobbes’s own religious protestations were insincere (Natural Right and History

(Chicago, IL: Chicago University Press 1953)). Similar remarks apply to Michael 

Oakeshott’s Hobbes on Civil Association (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1975). 

The game-theoretic school of interpretation discussed in Chapter Five proceeds on the 

assumption that Hobbes was, at least as far as the normative basis of his political theory 

went, devoid of religious belief. Pasquale Pasquino, “Hobbes, Religion, and Rational 

Choice: Hobbes’s Two Leviathans and the Fool”, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 82 

(2001), pp406–19, presents a “rational choice” reading of Hobbes’s views on religion 

itself. Richard Peters, Hobbes (Harmondsworth: Penguin 1956), ch. 10, produces an 

excellently balanced view of Hobbes’s own putative religious views and their 

(ir)relevance to his political theory. 
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Hobbes as a harbinger of liberalism

Jonathan Israel defends the view that Hobbes was a precursor of the “radical 

Enlightenment”, that is, an atheist who denied that political authority could rest on any 

religious basis, in his Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity

(Oxford: Oxford University Press 2001). See also Richard Flathman, Thomas Hobbes: 
Skepticism, Individuality and Chastened Politics (Newbury Park, CA: Sage 1993), 

especially ch. 7. Quentin Skinner, Liberty Before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press 1998), argues that Hobbes’s conception of liberty prefigured that of 

modern liberalism. Other portrayals of Hobbes as a proto-liberal can be found in the 

articles by Ryan and Tuck cited above under “Hobbes as an advocate of toleration”.  
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10

LEVIATHAN AND

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

INTRODUCTION

One of the oddities of Hobbes’s legacy is that, though he is widely read by political 

theorists, his influence is strongest on those who work in an area about which he has 

comparatively little to say This is international relations, the study of sovereign states, 

their behaviour and relationships, and of international bodies and institutions such as the 

United Nations or European Union. In a way it is not very surprising that Hobbes does 

not say much about these matters. In the seventeenth century the very subject-matter of 

modern international relations barely existed. Familiar features of international politics 

today such as the UN, the institutions of global capitalism such as the World Bank, 

World Trade Organization and G8 summits, international non-governmental 

organisations such as Amnesty International and Oxfam, the development of international 

law, the mooted international criminal court and the doctrine of universal jurisdiction for 

certain crimes, are of recent—in some cases very recent—origin. All these aspects of the 

modern world remained well in the future at the time Hobbes was writing Leviathan.

It would however be wrong to say that nothing resembling the modern academic study 

of international relations existed in Hobbes’s day. The phenomena that international 

relations studies—sovereign states and other international bodies and institutions—were 

well established by Hobbes’s time. European politics was marked by rivalry between 

sovereign states in something like their modern form—indeed, the term “Westphalian 

system” is now used to describe the interplay between independent sovereign states 

inaugurated by the Treaty of Westphalia at the end of the Thirty Years’ War in 1648, 

three years before Leviathan was first published. 

NATURAL LAW AND INTERNATIONAL THEORY 

For Hobbes and his contemporaries, the major source of reflection on the relations 

between states came from the natural law tradition—that is, the tradition of moral 

theology strongly influenced by Christianity which we have already seen at work in 

Leviathan’s description of the state of nature. The chief feature of natural law thinking, 

for present purposes, lies in the idea that human beings are subject to certain norms of 

conduct, regardless of whether their behaviour is governed by laws in the everyday sense, 

namely the enactments of man-made authorities, such as governments (so-called 

“positive law”). Usually these norms were thought of as coming from God and as such 

they existed before, and could override, man-made laws. 



Natural law thus provided the backbone of the seventeenth-century study of what we 

now call international relations. The idea of natural law was clearly well adapted to offer 

a way of regulating what would otherwise look like a dangerous, unruly branch of 

political life, namely the relations between states. For man-made positive laws existed 

only within states, not as a way of governing the relations between states. Again, the idea 

that positive law could govern the relations between states, for example with regard to 

conduct in wartime, would have seemed odd to Hobbes, even if the all-too-plain limits 

now in international law-enforcement would not. Even now the power of international 

law to police the conduct of states is severely limited, as the prelude to the 2003 Iraq War 

demonstrated. By contrast with largely toothless international law-enforcement bodies 

such as the UN, super- or hyper-powers such as the modern United States can impose 

their will through sheer force. All this would have been readily recognisable to Hobbes. 

His great contemporary the Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), can claim to have 

pioneered the study of modern international relations. In some ways Grotius foreshadows 

the modern-day “Liberal” school of thought in international relations. This holds that 

there are moral standards—embodied for instance in international law—and that these 

standards may be strong enough in themselves to compel states to live harmoniously 

together. For Grotius it is human beings’ natural sociability coupled with a natural right 

to self-defence, which gives them a motive for peaceful coexistence. According to 

Grotius’s major work The Law of War and Peace, it is simply a natural fact about human 

beings as a species that they want to live together in peace, and this means they have a 

self-interested reason to do what the conventional dictates of Christian morality anyway 

require of them. In this sense, Christian morality and self-interest happily coincide. One 

obvious consequence of this for international politics is that states can coexist peacefully 

without the need for a super-state or other supreme power to keep them in check. 

On the face of it, Hobbes rejects Grotius’s optimism. Hobbes did not think that 

humans possessed a natural impulse towards sociability Rather, their natural impulses, if 

unchecked, lead to conflict, and Hobbes thought that the relation between states 

exemplified this. Of course, this does not mean that cooperative coexistence is 

impossible: Hobbes’s whole point is that it can be achieved. Indeed, he says explicitly 

that such cooperation can obtain between sovereign powers, in the form of “leagues”, that 

is, alliances (L p163). But its achievement depends, as we have seen, on the presence of a 

“common power” to stabilise expectations about how others will behave. Without this 

power there is nothing—certainly not a natural impulse towards sociability or 

benevolence—to stop everything from falling apart. It follows from this that where no 

common power exists, uncertainty will prevail. 

The international sphere, certainly in Hobbes’s day and arguably still in ours, has 

lacked a “common power”. It is however important to distinguish between uncertainty 

and chaos or “anarchy” in the popular sense of the word. It does not follow from the 

absence of a common power that no mutually beneficial action is possible. But it is liable 

to prove unstable: there is no reasonable expectation that the conditions of cooperation 

will persist. It is this radical uncertainty which marks, in Hobbes’s view, the relation 

between sovereign states. 
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I will set out what I take to be the main features of Leviathan’s account of 

international relations. With this in place, we will be in a better position to judge the 

principal causes of quarrel among international relations interpreters of Leviathan, and 

thus determine the book’s significance for our understanding of today’s world, as well as 

Hobbes’s own. 

INTERNATIONAL POLITICS AS A STATE OF NATURE 

Leviathan argues that the international sphere exemplifies the state of nature. In other 

words, the situation in international politics, where there is no dominant global authority 

mirrors that of individual human beings in the state of nature. In a well-known passage in 

ch. 13 of Leviathan, as we saw in Chapter Four, Hobbes uses the example of sovereign 

states to show that the state of nature is a real and not merely a fictional condition of 

mankind: 

[i]t may peradventure [i.e. perhaps] be thought, there was never such a 

time, nor condition of war as this, and I believe it was never generally so, 

over all the world. But there are many places where they live so now.  

For the savage people in many places of America, except the government 

of small families, the concord whereof [i.e. whose ability to live together 

peacefully] depends on natural lust, have no government at all, and live to 

this day in that brutish manner, as I said before. Howsoever, it may be 

perceived what manner of life there would be where there were no 

common power to fear, by the manner of life which men that have 

formerly lived under a peaceful government use to degenerate into in a 

civil war. But though there had never been any time wherein particular 

men were in a condition of war against one another, yet in all times kings 

and persons of sovereign authority, because of their independence, are in 

continual jealousies, and in the state and posture of gladiators, having 

their weapons pointing and their eyes fixed on one another—that is, their 

forts, garrisons and guns upon the frontiers of their kingdoms, and 

continual spies on their neighbours, which is a posture of war. 

(L pp89–90) 

Hobbes’s main point here is clear: national leaders are in a state of war against one 

another “because of their independence”—because there is no world government which 

wields supreme power over them. So Hobbes thought that the state of nature obtained 

between both individual humans in the state of nature, and persons who exercise 

sovereign power in international affairs. Remember that the guiding image throughout 

Leviathan shows that when we come together to form a state, it is as if we form a single, 

giant person with supreme power. International power politics, accordingly is a battle of 

the giants, and when giants do battle, the smaller fry are apt to get trampled underfoot—

as European conflicts during the first half of the seventeenth century showed all too well. 

Nonetheless, a number of problems arise when we try to understand international 

affairs as a Hobbesian state of nature. 
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Non-equality

First, the international sphere does not obviously bear out Hobbes’s claim that the state of 

nature is one of equality Hobbes says that individuals in the state of nature are roughly 

equal in offensive power, since anyone is strong enough to kill, and weak enough to be 

killed by anybody else: “the weakest has strength enough to kill the strongest, either by 

secret machination, or by confederacy with others” (L p87). But as many commentators 

such as Charles Beitz and Hedley Bull have pointed out (Bull 1977 p49; Beitz 1979 

pp40ff.), this does not apply to international relations. There is no sense in which, for 

example, the modern-day USA and a developing nation such as Bangladesh are roughly 

equal in offensive power.  

If the actors in the international sphere are manifestly unequal, it seems that the 

conclusions which Hobbes draws from his description of the state of nature fail to follow. 

Rough equality in offensive power leads to war (the motive of “diffidence”) because it 

gives everybody a motive to engage in pre-emptive aggression. Each person can reason 

as follows: unless I pre-empt, there is no secure expectation that I will not fall prey to 

such aggression, with the likelihood that I will be killed—because of rough equality I 

know that any aggressor will be able to do this. This provides a rational motive for pre-

emption. But the USA has no such motive for pre-emptive aggression against 

Bangladesh, because there is a gross inequality in the two nations’ offensive capabilities. 

“War”

If the equality postulate does not apply to the relations between sovereign states, one of 

the main conditions for regarding the state of nature as a state of war seems to be lacking. 

Hobbes characterises the state of nature as a state of war. Then, if sovereign states are in 

a state of nature, similar to that which obtains between individual human beings where no 

supreme power exists, then states are necessarily in a “state of war”. It may sound strange 

to say this, since we think of “war” as an exceptional and temporary condition which 

sometimes prevails between sovereign states, who are otherwise at peace; whereas it 

seems to follow from Hobbes’s account that all such states are at war with one another all 

the time. Two states could be at “war” in this sense even though there is no history of 

such hostilities between them, and there may indeed be long-standing treaties of 

friendship and cooperation (such as between the United Kingdom and Portugal). 

Unsociability

Hobbes depicts the state of nature for individuals as one of minimal sociability wholly 

devoid of the means for “commodious living”, such as industry agriculture, the arts and 

sciences, property and so on. Individuals are unable to call on the aid of others to eke out 

a livelihood. But in our time, as in the mid-seventeenth century, it is clear that sovereign 

states manage to cooperate for mutual advantage in a wide variety of military, economic, 

political, scientific and cultural projects, and this was already true to some extent (e.g. in 

the form of military alliances or trading agreements) in Hobbes’s day.  
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Non-state actors

This point about sociability leads on to a fourth problem for Hobbes. It seems that 

individuals are the only entities which exist in Leviathan’s depiction of the state of 

nature. But in the international sphere, there are and always have been non-state actors of 

various kinds, although they are much more numerous nowadays than they were in 

Hobbes’s time. A prominent example, in the mid-seventeenth century as now, is the 

Roman Catholic Church. And states themselves combine into supra-national bodies for 

certain purposes, such as defensive alliances or trading. Dynastic and religious ties, for 

instance, often straddle national boundaries. 

The meaning of “death”

Finally, the threat of sudden and violent death is a real prospect for individuals in the 

state of nature. But it is not really clear what “death” involves for sovereign states.  

Even in monarchical states, we can distinguish between the death of the incumbent (a 

particular person) and the office of sovereign, or the Crown. Of course some states cease 

to exist, through such causes as fragmentation (as with the former Soviet Union or 

Yugoslavia), annexation (such as the Baltic states of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia when 

they were invaded by the Soviet Union during World War II) or merger/absorption (as 

when the former German Democratic Republic merged with, or was absorbed by, the 

German Federal Republic). But even here there is partial survival, or indeed fullscale 

resurrection following apparent “death”, as with the Baltic states’ re-emergence after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. So, in sum, there seems to be a poor fit between the state of 

nature, as Hobbes describes it, and international politics.

HOBBESIAN RESPONSES 

Non-equality

It may be that Hobbes envisaged the international sphere as one of equality. He never 

explicitly makes this claim in Leviathan. The equality in offensive power which Hobbes 

describes in ch. 13 clearly does not hold good in the international arena. A more plausible 

suggestion is that the state of nature is an ideal type which is only ever imperfectly 

realised. Just as the commonwealth is lacunose—that is, the reach of civil power is 

limited, leaving pockets in which the state of nature persists—so any empirical realisation 

of the state of nature will contain local deviations from Hobbes’s no-holds-barred 

paradigm, and this applies to international politics as a state of nature. 

Even so, Hobbes’s central claims about life in the state of nature are hard to sustain. 

The underlying problem is to provide a grounding for the motive of “diffidence”, as 

Hobbes describes it in ch. 13. To extract a more empirically plausible view of 

international politics from Leviathan’s state of nature, we have to give up the idea that the 

rough equality between individuals in the state of nature applies also to states. However, 

it is important to acknowledge that the difficulty of launching offensive war at a distance 
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tends to narrow the disparity between unequal military powers. In addition, the sheer 

costs in personnel and matériel of belligerence against another power will often deter 

them from pre-emptive warfare. Each of these considerations raises the relative costs of 

aggression, so that we can no longer assume that, on cost/benefit grounds, belligerence 

must be preferable to inaction. So, while international power-politics certainly manifests 

inequality it does not necessarily precipitate violent conflict. 

Rather than equality in killing power, as in the individual state of nature, the 

international arena displays marked inequalities in force, tempered by logistical and other 

obstacles. Once equality is modified along these lines, Hobbes’s theory delivers more 

empirically plausible predictions about power-play in the global arena. The powerful may 

be deterred by these obstacles from imposing their will even when confronted with 

markedly weaker prey It does not preclude cooperative action where this benefits each 

party. But the residual inequalities in power suggest that even where cooperation is not 

zero-sum, the stronger party will be able to extract greater advantage from agreements 

than the weaker party. The terms of trade between western nations and the poor south are 

a case in point. 

“War”

As we saw in Chapter Four, in a state of “war” in Hobbes’s sense, there is no reasonable 

expectation that one will not without warning be subjected to attack. “War” thus includes 

not just active hostilities but the lack of any stable expectation that such hostilities will 

break out. But even this, it may be said, exaggerates the instability of international 

politics. Switzerland, for example, is a small power which does not belong to NATO or 

any other external defensive alliance. But it is not under constant threat of invasion, nor 

has it felt constrained to launch pre-emptive attacks on its neighbours. It is hard then to 

defend the view that the individual state of nature applies to the international sphere, 

which can display stability despite the lack of even rough equalities of offensive power. 

However, this very fact could be turned to Hobbes’s advantage—assuming that 

Hobbes wants to depict international relations as a state of nature. Since rough equality in 

offensive power does not obtain, there is no universal motive for “diffidence”, that is, for 

launching pre-emptive aggression against other states. After all, if I know that I am much 

less powerful than you, and I know that you know this as well, I will also know that you 

have no reason of preemption for attacking me (though of course you may have other 

reasons). So any given state knows that the cost/benefit sum does not always favour 

belligerence, and pre-emption will not be the dominant strategy—that is, one which is 

better whatever others do. And the state will also know that, because other states know 

that pre-emption is not dominant, they will not have this reason to launch pre-emptive 

attacks on it (this is far from saying, of course, that nobody will ever have good self-

interested reasons to pre-empt). 

This modified theory can make better sense of the phenomena of international politics. 

More powerful states commit acts of aggression freely against less powerful ones, but the 

reverse seldom happens. Coalitions of small states may act against a larger one. Often 

states have interests which converge rather than conflict, and they can act jointly on this 

basis. It should be noted that Hobbes says that even individuals in the state of nature have 

no hope of survival without the help of “confederates” (i.e. allies; L p102). However, 
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cooperation is likely to persist only as long as their interests match. Even where the 

interests do coincide, it often proves hard (as nowadays with action on climate change) to 

concert joint action where each side fears that the others will not keep their side of the 

bargain. In this respect, self-interest marks both the individual state of nature and the 

“international anarchy”; but in the latter case, self-interest will often tell against pre-

emptive aggression rather than in favour of it. A case in point is the doctrine of “mutually 

assured destruction” familiar from the superpower nuclear rivalry between the USA and 

Soviet Union during the Cold War. 

Unsociability

Given that the universal reasons which motivate pre-emptive action in the individual state 

of nature do not hold generally for sovereign states, the sporadic cooperation evident in 

international politics also becomes intelligible. For the “incommodities” of the state of 

nature arise where nobody can reasonably expect that others will cooperate, and this is 

clearly so if everyone has good reason to fear pre-emptive aggression from everybody 

else. But where cooperative expectations are stabilised, first by the absence of any 

universal reason to fear aggression, and second by the fact that each party stands to gain 

more from cooperation than conflict, there is no reason why mutually beneficial 

exchanges, for example commercial ones, should not occur between states. 

It is also important to see that, in part, the international system fails to mirror the  

no-holds-barred state of nature precisely because, in their internal make-up, sovereign 

states are not anarchic. The civil peace bestowed by government makes room for 

cooperation both within civil societies and between them. Hobbes allows for at least a 

rudimentary form of international civil society He acknowledges, for instance, that the 

“amity” between sovereigns may provide the basis of a “contract” between them, by 

which subjects may be exempt, while in a foreign country, from laws there (L p154), as 

with diplomatic immunity. 

Non-state actors

Hobbes was aware that other international actors existed besides sovereign states.  

We have already mentioned the Roman Catholic Church, which relies for its continuing 

mission on a fabric of social and economic institutions. In ch. 22 Hobbes refers to 

“corporations of men, that by authority from any foreign person, unite themselves in 

another’s dominions, for the easier propagation of doctrines” (L p163). One of Hobbes’s 

objections (e.g. L pp475–76) to the Church of Rome is that it in effect sets up an 

alternative object of loyalty in states, since its clergy owe allegiance to the Pope rather 

than to their temporal sovereign. 

The price of admitting this is to jettison any full parallel between the individual and 

international versions of the state of nature. But that has, of course, already been forfeited 

by abandoning rough equality as an initial postulate. To the extent that these other agents 

can vie with sovereign states, they add to the complexity of the international arena as a 

state of nature. But there is no reason in principle why they cannot be treated as self-

interested actors in much the same way as sovereign states, to which the state-of-nature 

motives of competition, diffidence and glory can be ascribed. 
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The meaning of “death”

The final point above—that states do not suffer “death” in the same way as individuals 

do—can be met more directly. Sovereign states aim, at the minimum, to survive. 

Whatever else “survival” may mean, it at least involves not suffering a catastrophic 

decline in power. This might be thought of as a form of functional arrest equivalent to the 

death of an individual. As Hobbes says, “though sovereignty, in the intention of them that 

make it, be immortal; yet is it in its own nature, not only subject to violent death, by 

foreign war; but also…it has in it, from the very institution, many seeds of a natural 

mortality” (L p153). 

Some commentators (Beitz 1979; Malcolm 2002) argue that there is no analogue for 

the death of the individual with respect to sovereign states. However, this seems to rely 

on the “fallacy of division”: the inference that if some collective entity has some property 

then the parts of the collective must also have it. So, if the parts of the collective lack the 

property the collective must also lack it. It is easy to see that this does not apply to 

collective or corporate entities in general: for example, a club may be poor even though 

the people who belong to it are well off (they may be too mean to make donations to it); a 

large crowd of people is not necessarily a crowd of large people (they may be attending a 

dwarves’ convention). Similarly the fact that, following the “death” of a state—however 

this is interpreted—the citizens who used to belong to it can live on as citizens of some 

other state, does not force us to conclude that states cannot die. Many former citizens of 

the Soviet Union have survived as citizens of, for example, the Russian Federation. 

* * * 

Since equality only underwrites the motive of diffidence, rather than the other “causes 

of quarrel” in the state of nature—namely “competition” and “glory”—removing the 

equality postulate leaves these other causes intact in the international sphere. That is, 

competition and glory make for conflict. It is all too clear how competition for relatively 

scarce resources can and often does trigger international disputes, including war in the 

usual sense (as well as a “war” in Hobbes’s sense). Indeed many historians would 

identify competition for scarce goods as a prime “cause of quarrel” between nations both 

in modern times and earlier. 

Equally the motive of “glory” often prompts wars of aggression by leaders who seek 

self-aggrandisement through military conquest, or indeed diplomatic brinkmanship. 

Glory is valued in itself but also instrumentally It is a means of gaining power. But the 

reputation which follows from holding others in awe is itself a form of power, as it is 

likely to deter would-be aggressors. As Hobbes says, the desire for power is “a general 

inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire of power after power”. In the 

case of “kings, whose power is greatest”, they “turn their endeavours to the assuring it at 

home by laws, or abroad by wars” (L p70). 

So far I have examined Hobbes’s state of nature, and asked how well it stands up as a 

model for international politics. I have suggested that it stands up reasonably well if we 

abandon the equality postulate. Next we look at Hobbes’s prominent role in present-day 

international relations theory as a prophet of “Realism”. 
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HOBBES AS A REALIST 

Along with Liberalism and Marxism, Realism is often identified as one among three 

traditional schools of thinking about international relations.1 The Realist school explains 

international relations by the self-interest of the actors involved—usually sovereign states 

or combinations of them. Hence it claims to take a “realistic” view of states’ actions, 

rather than (as in the Liberal school) devising moral standards by which states’ actions 

are to be assessed, and attempting to work out ways in which these standards can be 

imposed politically or arguing (as do traditional Marxist theorists) that the international 

system is a temporary edifice which will be swept away once capitalism has been 

superseded.

Hobbes’s influence on the Realist school derives mainly from his description of the 

state of nature in Leviathan and some of his other works. Commentators have detected in 

this account four main features, which have led them to classify Hobbes as a Realist. 

These are: self-interest, rationality amorality and anarchy We shall look at these in turn. 

Self-interest

Hobbes is commonly thought of as advancing a “self-interested” theory of human 

motivation, and this chimes with a key assumption made by the Realist school: that 

states’ actions on the international stage are explicable as the product of their self-

interested calculation. Moreover, Leviathan’s account of the content of these motivations 

overlaps quite closely with the Realist analysis of them. As Hobbes says, “the passion to 

be reckoned upon is fear” (L p99), and modern-day Realists echo this in emphasising the 

importance of security in states’ perceptions of their own interests. 

Similarly as we have seen, two of the three main “causes of quarrel” which Hobbes 

identifies in ch. 13 of Leviathan—that is, the motives provided by “competition” and 

“glory” (L p88)—readily make sense of international conflict in the modern world.  

The third motive given in ch. 13, namely “diffidence”, has limited applicability to the 

international sphere. Resources (including security itself) are scarce and lead to 

competition between states, while terrorist threats and “weapons of mass destruction” 

help to even out inequalities of power between big powers and small ones. In some cases, 

the former may launch pre-emptive action against the latter, as in Iraq in 2003. Finally 

the desire for reputation, which underlies the pursuit of glory is a familiar motivation 

behind imperialist and expansionist projects down the ages to our own. Glory is an 

intrinsically scarce good. In fact, each motive proceeds from scarcity Self-interest shows 

itself in efforts by each agent to enlarge his or her share. 
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Rationality

MEANS—END REASONING 

A closely linked feature which many commentators have seen in Hobbes’s state of nature 

is a theory of rationality which holds that rational action is a matter of effective means-

end calculation. The paramount end is self-preservation, and the problem facing 

individuals in the state of nature is to work out how best to achieve this. The laws of 

nature, which answer this question, are mere “theorems” (L p111). That is, no ends or 

goals are in themselves more “rational” than others 9, the ends which it is rational to 

promote are those which present themselves with overwhelming motivational force, and 

to be rational is simply to adopt the most effective means of achieving them. 

RATIONAL CHOICE 

More particularly Hobbes is often credited with foreshadowing the rational-choice 

approach to international relations, which tries to understand action by using the devices 

of Game Theory such as the Prisoner’s Dilemma. The leading exponent of this view in 

contemporary international relations theory is Kenneth Waltz (Waltz 1979; Brown 2001 

p43ff.). Game Theory has played a major part in modern attempts by international 

relations theorists to explain conflict, for example in their attempts to understand nuclear 

arms proliferation between the USA and Soviet Union during the Cold War. Similarly it 

is applied to the problems in securing international cooperation where in the absence of 

coercion states will be tempted to act unilaterally and against the common interest in 

areas such as pollution control or fisheries policy 

Hobbes’s claim that the laws of nature oblige in foro interno but not necessarily in 
foro externo (L p110), for instance, suggests that I do whatever, in my own rational 

judgement, best conduces to my preservation. Although it is better for each person if 

everyone abides by the laws of nature, it does not follow that it is always better for each 

person to abide by them—specifically where others are not doing so. Similarly Hobbes’s 

remarks about the “Fool” earlier in ch. 15 (L pp101–3) seem designed to show that 

individuals always have a self-interested reason for keeping their agreements, and not just 

a reason grounded in the fact that impersonal morality tells them that this is right. 

Amorality

The means-end understanding of rationality contrasts with the view held by some 

Marxists and most Liberals that morality provides statesmen with reasons which may 

override other, nonmoral, considerations. In Leviathan it seems that the laws of nature 

gain their force from the fact that they promote self-preservation, not because they 

express the dictates of morality seen as something independent of the natural drive to 

self-preservation. In Hobbes’s own time, of course, the prevalent view was that these 

reasons gained their force from the Almighty as the laws of nature, which God had laid 

down to safeguard human interests. This point remains controversial (see Chapter Four, 

Further reading).
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Anarchy

Liberals incline to see the international arena as being at least partly regulated by legal 

instruments and international bodies like the UN. Though there is no world government, 

international politics is not simply chaos. But there are different ways in which this can 

be understood. Some liberals optimistically suppose that the principles which underlie 

norms of international cooperation, including legal norms, may be enough in themselves 

to make states comply with them. Realists assume, by contrast, that where there is no 

effective power to regulate behaviour, self-interested actors may nonetheless have good 

reason to create ordered systems of action. For example, states may use their bargaining 

power to secure cooperative agreements which, though entered into freely have 

something like the force of law. This is self-interested give-and-take, not submission to 

norms whose moral force is enough in itself to make states abide by their agreements. 

Nonetheless, the underlying situation on this view is anarchy—cooperation persists only 

for so long as states have self-interested reason to engage in it. 

In the early twenty-first century, the USA’s unilateral derogations from the Kyoto 

accords, its imposition of steel tariffs, its rejection of an international criminal court and 

by-passing of international law in making war against Iraq suggest that big powers can 

dodge frameworks of international cooperation if they are strong enough. Realists say as 

Hobbes seems to, that nation-states can do this because they can get away with it. If an 

objector asks why international politics is not mere chaos, the Realist can reply that it is 

not because the actors—sovereign states—recognise that norms have a force independent 

of military and economic power. Rather it is because stronger states can enforce the 

norms against weaker non-compliant states if they want to do so. 

WAS HOBBES REALLY A REALIST? 

It helps in understanding the issues underlying the conflicting interpretations of Hobbes’s 

views to set out schematically the major lines of argument, and points of difference 

between them. The initial position, on which most commentators agree, is that Hobbes 

thought that 

IR:  International politics is a state of nature (in Hobbes’s understanding of the term).  

I have set out above the respects in which Leviathan endorses IR. Some interpreters also 

maintain that 

NS:  The state of nature, as Hobbes describes it, is nasty characterised by selfish individualism, 

treachery and so on.  

And, once NS is granted, it readily follows that 

RL:  International politics is nasty characterised by selfish individualism, treachery and so on,  

which is one of the characteristic claims of Realism. Interpretations of Hobbes on 

international relations largely take their bearings from these propositions. Realists such as 

Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Waltz, who regard Hobbes as their prophet, are happy 
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both to endorse IR and NS, and to attribute these propositions to Hobbes; they are 

therefore also happy to take the consequence RL, which informally sets out some of the 

central tenets of Realism, and to attribute that to Hobbes too. 

On the other hand Liberals such as Charles Beitz who reject Realism, concur in 

ascribing the IR+NS=RL inference to Hobbes but, since they reject RL, they reject IR as 

well (they concur with Hobbes’s view of the state of nature as set out in NS). Still further 

interpreters, such as Noel Malcolm, contend that, since Hobbes himself did not endorse 

NS, he is not committed to RL—that is, he dissents from one of the central contentions of 

Realism2—but endorses instead a version of the more benign Liberal view of 

international relations. Malcolm, whose concern is less with characterising international 

relations than with the correct interpretation of Hobbes’s views about them, affirms 

something along the following lines:  

NS*:  The state of nature, as Hobbes described it, is characterised partly by conflicts but  

also convergences of interest, and actors within it are subject to natural (that is, the 

moral) law.  

Therefore,

RL*:  International politics, as Hobbes described it, is characterised partly by conflicts but 

also convergences of interest, and actors within it are subject to natural (that is, the 

moral) law.  

My own view, set out earlier, is that Hobbes subscribes to IR, subject to the qualification 

of the equality postulate. He says that “commonwealths not dependent on one 

another…live in the condition of a perpetual war, and upon the confines of battle, with 

their frontiers armed, and cannons planted against their neighbours” (L p149). NS also 

needs to be toned down, as it applies to international politics. Hence we should not accept 

RL in its unvarnished form. It is however very important to understand that these caveats 

to RL are fully consistent with ascribing self-interested motives to state actors. 

Some commentators (Malcolm 2002; M.Williams 2005) have a different reason for 

rejecting RL, namely that Hobbes did not think that only reasons drawn from self-interest 

could be normative for human beings. Hobbes says for example in ch. 30 that since 

“equity” (in the form of equality before the law) is “a precept of the law of nature, a 

sovereign is as much subject [to it] as any of the meanest of his people” (L p237; cf. 

Malcolm 2002 pp437–38). He adds that “the true doctrine of the laws of nature is the true 

moral philosophy” (L p111). So, since the laws of nature apply in the state of nature, and 

the law of nature is a moral law, the latter applies to international relations if it is a state 

of nature. Hobbes amplifies this point at the end of ch. 30, “The Office [i.e. duties] of the 

Sovereign Representative”: 

[c]oncerning the offices of one sovereign to another, which are 

comprehended in that law which is commonly called “the law of nations”, 

I need not say anything in this place; because the law of nations and the 

law of nature is the same thing. And every sovereign has the same right, 

in procuring the safety of his people, that any particular man can have in 

procuring his own safety. And the same law that dictates to men that have 
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no civil government what they ought to do, and what to avoid in regard of 

one another, dictates the same to commonwealths, that is, to the 

consciences of sovereign princes and sovereign assemblies; there being no 

court of natural justice but in the conscience only, where not man, but 

God reigns. 

(L p244) 

Malcolm is particularly concerned to repudiate the idea, which surfaces in discussions of 

Leviathan by both Realists and their opponents, that Hobbes thought that justice and 

morality have no content unless the sovereign wills it, and therefore that international 

politics is morally null. 

It is certainly true, as the quotations above bear out, that Hobbes’s views in Leviathan

cannot be reduced to slogans such as “might is right”.3 It is also undeniable that the 

theory aims to tell people how they ought to behave, and that its prescriptions rest on a 

substantive claim about the human good—that it consists in, or at least requires, peace. 

Hobbes carefully distinguishes first between private judgements of good and ill, which 

express individuals’ appetites (L p39; p46; p110), and justice, which consists in doing 

what one has agreed to (L p239); and then he distinguishes private judgements from the 

objective content of the laws of nature, as counsels of peace (L p111). While Hobbes 

does say that no law can be unjust (L p239), he thinks this not because he simply believes 

that might makes right, but because the subjects are thought of as having agreed to 

whatever laws (within the law of nature) the sovereign sees fit to enact, and what has 

been agreed to cannot be unjust. 

None of this means, however, that the law of nature imposes any stringent check on 

self-interest as a motive. Natural law is meant only to “direct and keep [people] in such a 

motion, as not to hurt themselves by their own impetuous desires, rashness or 

indiscretion, as hedges are set, not to stop travellers, but to keep them in the way” (L
pp239–40). Hobbes does think that there are objective rules of conduct, enshrined in the 

laws of nature. “[A]ll men agree on this, that peace is good”; he is prepared to describe 

these laws as “moral” in the sense that the study of them is “the true moral philosophy” 

(L p111). But it does not follow that Hobbes rejected the classic Realist view of conduct 

as self-interested. For example, he famously remarks in ch. 11 that “I put for a general 

inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that 

ceases only in death”; he adds that the cause of this “is not always that a man hopes for a 

more intensive delight…but because he cannot assure the power and means to live well, 

which he has [at] present, without the acquisition of more” (L p70). Curbs on my 

behaviour stem not from morality as an external standard, conceived of as distinct from 

my self-interest—and thus potentially in conflict with it—but from my considering the 

best means to “live well”. Hobbes makes this clear in stressing, towards the end of ch. 15, 

that we are not obliged to follow the laws of nature when they “procure [one’s] own 

certain ruin”. This is “contrary to the ground of all laws of nature, which tend to nature’s 

preservation” (L p110). 

Since international politics is a state of nature, as already described, each actor is 

entitled to do whatever he deems necessary for self-preservation (L p91). As I have 

explained, the best way to achieve this may well be to seek peace rather than acting 

aggressively But often, self-preservation requires a state to make war. In such a case, the 
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law of nature will not provide an external reason for peace-making which will show that 

the state’s action is irrational or unreasonable. Nor will its actions be unjust, since until 

rights have been transferred by covenant, “no action can be unjust …the validity of 

covenants begins not but with [i.e. only with] the constitution of a civil power sufficient 

to compel men to keep them” (L pp100–1). 

CONCLUSION

We can conclude, then, that Hobbes’s views in Leviathan are not so far from classical 

Realism as some recent commentators have claimed. I have endorsed a modified version 

of the Realist position, as follows:  

IRM:  International politics is a state of nature (in roughly Hobbes’s understanding of the 

term), except that the equality postulate does not hold generally.  

The modified state of nature also transforms NS. 

NSM:  The state of nature, as Hobbes would describe it with the equality postulate qualified, 

is generally nasty characterised by selfish individualism, treachery and so on, though 

self-interest quite often makes peaceful coexistence preferable to war.  

This in turn delivers the only slightly modified conclusion, 

RLM:  International politics is generally nasty characterised by selfish individualism, 

treachery and so on, though self-interest quite often makes peaceful coexistence 

preferable to war.

The one and only “ground” of the laws of nature is self-preservation. This offers far too 

thin a normative basis to make Hobbes a Liberal internationalist before his time. 

FURTHER READING 

L chs 13, 22, 24, 30 

Hobbes as a Realist

Despite recent attempts at revision, Hobbes remains a central figure in the Realist 

tradition of thinking about international relations. A representative statement is Raino 

Malnes, The Hobbesian Theory of International Conflict (New York: Oxford University 

Press 1994). See also Robert Kagan, Paradise and Power: America and Europe in the 

New World Order (London: Atlantic Books 2003). A similar view, but from a standpoint 

hostile to Realism, is expressed by Charles Beitz, Political Theory and International 
Relations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1979), pp27–59. Further influential 

statements of the “Realist” interpretation of Hobbes can be found in Hedley Bull, 

“Hobbes and the International Anarchy”, Social Research 48 (1981), pp 717–38; and 
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Bull’s The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics (New York: Columbia 

University Press 1977). See also Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral 
Argument with Historical Illustrations (Harmondsworth: Penguin 1980). 

Hobbes as an opponent of Realism

An interpretation which tries to underline the ethical dimension of Hobbes’s thinking on 

international affairs, is Michael Williams, The Realist Tradition and the Limits of 

International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2005), and the same 

author’s “Hobbes and International Relations: a Reconsideration”, International 
Organisation 50 (1996), 213–36. See also Charles Covell, Hobbes, Realism, and the 

Tradition of International Law (Basingstoke: Palgrave 2004) for a further attempt to 

revise the accepted realist interpretation of Leviathan. Another statement of the same 

view can be found in A.Nuri Yurdusev, “Thomas Hobbes and International Relations: 

from realism to rationalism”, Australian Journal of International Affairs 60 (2006), 

pp305–21. For earlier attempts to distance Hobbes from the Realist tradition, see John 

Vincent, “The Hobbesian Tradition in Twentieth-Century International Thought”, 

Millennium: Journal of International Studies 10 (1981), pp91–101, and Cornelia Navari, 

“Hobbes and the ‘Hobbesian Tradition’ in International Thought”, Millennium 11 (1982), 

pp202–22.

A further departure from the Realist interpretation of Hobbes is offered by Noel 

Malcolm, “Hobbes’s Theory of International Relations”, in his Aspects of Hobbes

(Oxford: Clarendon Press 2002), ch. 13. Malcolm argues that Hobbes should be 

understood not as a Realist but as a “rationalist”, who regarded improvement in human 

behaviour, whether in domestic or international politics, as genuinely possible. A briefer 

statement of Malcolm’s views can be found in Malcolm, “What Hobbes really said”, The

National Interest 81 (Fall 2005), pp22–28, which stresses the alleged disanalogy between 

the prevalence of death and equality in the state of nature compared with the international 

sphere.

International relations as a state of nature

Richard Tuck, The Rights of War and Peace: political thought and the international 

order from Grotius to Kant (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1999), ch. 4, argues that 

sovereign states are not merely analogous to, but in fact Hobbes’s model for, free 

individuals in the state of nature and that the right to aggressive war-making follows, for 

Hobbes, from this. Here Tuck is advancing his view that the main problem which 

Hobbes’s political theory sets out to solve is epistemic scepticism—the general doubt that 

we can know anything (see Chapter Three above). However, as with the individual state 

of nature, conflict would result from scarcity even if knowledge were attainable. 

For a rejection of the view that any significant relation holds between the international 

sphere and the state of nature, see David Boucher, “Inter-Community and International 

Relations in the Political Philosophy of Hobbes”, Polity 23 (1990), pp207–32. Further 

scepticism that any significant analogy holds between the relations of individuals in the 

state of nature and those between sovereign states, is expressed in Beitz, Political Theory 

and International Relations, pp40–52; Bull, The Anarchical Society, pp49–50. 
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Hobbesian work in international relations theory

A work which has been influential in international relations theory and which assumes 

the “Realist” interpretation of Hobbes is Martin Wight, “The Three Traditions of 

International Theory” in his International Theory: Three Traditions (Leicester: Leicester 

University Press 1991). The classic modern statement of the Realist position is Kenneth 

Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley 1979). Good 

introductory textbooks on international relations theory in general are Chris Brown, 

Understanding International Relations, second edition (Basingstoke: Palgrave 2001); and 

David Boucher, Political Theories of International Relations: from Thucydides to the 

Present (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1998). 

Other

Other attempts by Hobbes scholars to understand the role of international relations in his 

theory include Malcolm Forsyth, “Thomas Hobbes and the External Relations of States”, 

British Journal of International Relations 5 (1979), pp196–209; and Robinson Grover, 

“Hobbes and the Concept of International Law”, in Timo Airaksinen & Martin Bertman 

(eds), Hobbes: War Among Nations (Aldershot: Avebury 1989), pp79–90. For an 

entertaining attempt to transplant Hobbes’s theory into modern conditions, see Arthur 

Ripstein, “Hobbes on World Government and the World Cup”, also in Airaksinen and 

Bertman (eds), which foregrounds Hobbes’s notion of “glory” and its role in international 

politics. See also Kinji Akashi, “Hobbes’s Relevance to the Modern Law of Nations”, 

Journal of the History of International Law 2 (2000), pp199–216. 

Among modern interpreters of Hobbes, David Gauthier’s The Logic of Leviathan: The 
Moral and Political Theory of Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1969) includes 

an appendix in which he speculates about how Hobbes’s theory might be applied to 

international relations. A briefer attempt along similar lines is contained in Howard 

Warrender’s The Political Philosophy of Hobbes (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1957), 

pp118–20. Jean Hampton looks at Hobbesian explanations for international power-

politics in her “Hobbesian Reflections on Glory as a Cause of Conflict” in Peter Caws 

(ed.), The Causes of Quarrel: Essays on Peace, War, and Thomas Hobbes (Boston, MA: 

Beacon Press 1989).  
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CONCLUSION

I wrote the first draft of this book during a period spent on a visiting fellowship in 

America. By day I would work in my office on campus, some two miles from home, and 

drive home to my apartment by night, taking my copy of Leviathan back with me to 

study 

One morning when I arrived in the car at my office as usual I realised that Leviathan

was missing, even though I remembered having taken it with me when I left my 

apartment a little earlier. Without bothering to get out of the car, I returned to my 

apartment to pick it up. When I arrived I alighted and was startled to find Leviathan on 

the car roof. I had clearly put the book on the roof when leaving the apartment earlier, 

and absent-mindedly neglected to retrieve it after attending to some other car-boarding 

business. So the copy had withstood not only the journey up to my campus office, but 

also the return leg to my apartment, a distance of some four miles. A less weighty tome, 

like Mill’s On Liberty, Rousseau’s Social Contract or Marx’s Critique of the Gotha 

Programme, would surely have been blown off the roof and lost. I like to think that this 

incident testifies to the staying power of Hobbes’s timeless classic.  

Why bother to read Leviathan today? The short answer, for many readers, will be, 

“Because I’ve got to do an essay/exam on it.” I hope to have provided some help for 

readers in this unenviable position, and indeed this book has largely been written with 

them in mind. Even for these readers, however, it is worth standing back to consider both 

the main outlines of Hobbes’s theory and what reasons one might have for reading the 

book even if doing so were not a matter of bleak necessity 

The main thing Hobbes has to say concerns the nature of political authority What 

distinguishes his theory from others is not so much that Hobbes tries to justify this 

authority—many theorists have done that—but how he does so. First, as we have seen, he 

depicts the alternative to politics, the state of nature, as desolate. Hobbes’s 

characterisation of chaos is instantly recognisable, and lodges in the minds even of those 

who are ignorant of, or reject, his remedy for it. The state of nature resonates precisely 

because we are familiar with the collapse of order at home, in the classroom, on the 

sports-field, in public demonstrations or in society at large. As far as it goes, the right 

answer to the question “Why is political authority justified, for Hobbes?” is indeed, 

“Because the alternative is so grim”. 

Second, Hobbes’s solution—at least as I have interpreted it in this book—makes  

the justification of political power depend on consent. He is at pains to stress that it is  

the “transfer of right” which creates authority Justification is not conferred merely 

because the state of nature is grim, or because the person or body to whom right is 

transferred wields overwhelming power over those who transfer it. So Hobbes’s 

justification calls on another familiar idea, that in order to achieve legitimate authority as 

distinct from brute force, we need consent. The twist in the tail, for modern liberals, is 

that Hobbes makes the conditions for consent very undemanding: on his view, the 

traveller who surrenders his valuables to a highwayman, the coward who caves in to  



the bully the baby who takes its mother’s milk, have all given sufficient signs of consent. 

In particular, I consent to someone’s power over me even if I submit purely from the fear 

of “present death”. 

Third, because the conditions of consent are so weak, and because we have good 

reason to avoid present death if we can, Hobbes thinks both that we have good reason to 

consent to political authority and that we very often do consent. His claim that authority 

is justified contrasts with both anarchists and liberal defenders of authority both of whom 

tend to impose stringent conditions if authority is to be justified. In fact, Hobbes’s theory 

exposes a common feature of these positions—their rejection of worldly political realities 

in favour of an ideal. Liberals tend to think that the obligations which political authority 

claims are justified only in an ideal world, and anarchists do not think them justified even 

there. What Hobbes gives us, by contrast, is the reality of politics, and above all, of 

power.

It does not matter, for Hobbes, how we come to consent. The sovereign has the same 

rights and duties regardless of whether political power comes about by mutual agreement 

or by conquest. As I have argued, this can be seen as a rejection of the idea that, in order 

to justify political authority political theorists need to tell a story about how people in the 

state of nature would rationally decide to leave it. This approach faces the problem of 

showing that the story is true, or can be taken as though it were true. In Leviathan Hobbes 

cuts through these worries by arguing that protection and obedience are mutually 

reinforcing. As long as protection is there, we have sufficient ground for obedience, and 

in not rebelling, we consent. 

Fourth, Leviathan is based on a self-interested theory of motivation and reasons for 

action. The motive for obligation is the overriding impulse for self-preservation.  

The obligation itself arises from the consent of the subjects—but, as we have seen, the 

bar for consent is very low. While this self-interested view may not be very morally 

edifying, it does at least answer to entrenched features of the world we inhabit. This is not 

simply because human altruism is in short supply much of the time. It is also because 

even wholly philanthropic action does not occur in a political vacuum. Consider the 

practicalities of aiding those rendered needy by natural or man-made disaster abroad. 

Effective delivery requires a political, and often military presence on the ground. Even a 

boundlessly wealthy philanthropic organisation, in negotiating with local leaders over 

when, how and what to provide in aid, and to whom, would be taking political decisions.1

This becomes clear, for instance, when we ask to whom the organisation would be 

accountable, and on what basis. 

Fifth, Leviathan comes up with a wholly new theory of political representation.  

In fact, the very idea of representation was much less familiar to Hobbes’s 

contemporaries than it is to us. The sovereign does not—and for Hobbes, cannot—

represent the subjects directly but represents instead an imaginary person, the person of 

the state. The upshot of this is a paradox. In order to preserve our belief in the reality of 

representation, we have to believe in a fiction, which is not only thought of as acting, but 

as doing so in our name. The fiction of the state of nature supports this by providing a 

story whose anti-climactic end—our failure rationally to escape from the state of 

nature—gives reasons for not making that fiction reality The alternative is to realise a 

further fiction, that of the sovereign as representative of the people, taken as one being. 
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In part because of this paradox, the idea of representation remains  

politically contentious, as well as familiar. Protests against the 2003 Iraq War mobilised 

in the United Kingdom under the slogan “Not in my name”. But of course the action  

of going to war was carried out in the name of the British people. This summarises one of 

the constitutive tensions in modern democratic politics, which can be put down directly  

to the paradox of representation: that in democracies, political authority acts in the name 

of the people, even though no such being exists. This fictional being is then called  

upon to sanction the speaker’s preferred outcomes, and to disown the others. 

Leviathan also sidelines God. Hobbes numbered among his opponents not only old 

enemies who had fought with Parliament against Charles I in the civil wars, but erstwhile 

friends such as Edward Hyde, later Lord Clarendon. Hyde found the doctrines of 

Leviathan—especially its stress on consent, with the implicit notion of popular 

sovereignty—repellent. What Hyde and other royalists really disliked about the book was 

its denial that, in the words of the famous passage from scripture, often cited to justify 

political authority “The powers that be are ordained by God” (Romans XIII i). Rather, for 

Hobbes, power is handed up to the sovereign from the people.  

Not only does this mean that monarchs are not ultimately sovereign: it also means 

elbowing God aside as the source of political authority. The subjects create the sovereign 

and, as Hobbes says in the first few sentences of Leviathan, thereby emulate God as 

creator. Human beings have no need of divine authorisation. What matters is not whether 

Hobbes’s theory can, at a stretch, be accommodated to conventional religious (that is, 

Christian) morality and theology It is that the theory makes no demand that God play 

more than a walk-on part. 

* * * 

At the start of this book I said that Leviathan is haunted by the spectre of violent 

political disorder. Hobbes offers his theory of absolute sovereignty as a way of laying the 

ghost. But, as I hope to have made clear, the ghost is never finally exterminated.  

The seeds of disorder are perpetual, and omnipresent, particularly in humans’ tendency to 

back their own private judgements over the claims of the public authority 

Leviathan is a kind of parody of the biblical Book of Job. In Job, an all-powerful God 

allows the serial infliction of misery on an innocent man, Job himself. When Job asks 

God about the justification for this, God says, in effect: I do this, because I can. 

“Whatsover is under the whole heaven is mine” (Job 41 xi). Job’s response is one of 

abject surrender, like that of the subjects to the sovereign. When he answers God: “I 

abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42 vi), his tribulations come to an end. 

We are told that he is given twice as much as he had before. 

God’s response to Job may seem primitive, even crude. It questions the very basis for 

talking about justification in situations like Job’s. God offers not so much a form of 

justification, as a dismissal of the question. His overpowering might, it seems, makes 

right. And that means, it may be thought, that we can no longer talk about “right” here. 

Morality serves only as an instrument of power—or insofar as it offers any check on 

power it is feeble, a straw to swat the wind. 

In the end there is no good answer to Hobbes’s query posed in the “Fool” passage,  

of what we should say if the Kingdom of Heaven is taken over by “unjust  

violence” (L p101), and the powers that be are ordained by injustice. The meek will  
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not inherit the earth. On its publication Leviathan offered scant comfort for those  

who wished to see an old corrupt order overthrown by the rule of saints, a kingdom of  

the righteous. Nor for us now, borne along on the back of Hobbes’s uncatchable monster. 
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NOTES

INTRODUCTION
1 It should be said that one school of interpretation—that of Richard Tuck—argues that 

Leviathan itself is a utopian work. See Tuck’s “The Utopianism of Leviathan” in Sorell & 

Foisneau 2004. 

2 It is obviously unfair to select a single example to illustrate what I see as a  

widespread tendency within modern political philosophy. But the work of John Rawls 

exemplifies the short-circuit both in his early work (A Theory of Justice) and his later

theory (Political Liberalism). In both cases Rawls tries to construct in theory what he  

takes to be a moral foundation which is implicit in the beliefs of citizens—although in  

the case of Political Liberalism the construction is deemed to have extra authority because  

it is held not to be rooted in controversial sectarian moral doctrine. I cite Rawls not  

only because his work is very well known, but because it embodies this method of  

argument in a particularly clear but also sophisticated form. 

3 It is far from clear that Hobbes’s personal preference was for repression: at the end of 

Leviathan he describes the early Christian churches, which operated in freedom from central 

control, as “perhaps the best” system of church government (L p480); for more on this, see 

Chapter Nine below. 

1

HOBBES’S LIFE 
1 The uncertainty over dating arises from the fact that no matriculation record for Hobbes 

survives. 

2 This term is a misnomer: theatres of war extended to Scotland, Wales, Ireland and the Channel 

Islands as well as England, and in the view of some historians involved a number of separate 

but intermeshing conflicts rather than only one. 

3 It was finally published in an edition by Harold Whitmore Jones in 1976. 

4 Information about the early publishing history can be found in Chapter Two. 

5 The dating of the Dialogueis disputed, but the main evidence for this date is a letter

from Aubrey to John Locke of 1673, which states that Aubrey had “importuned” Hobbes  

to write “a treatise concerning the law…about eight years since” (Tuck 1990 pp154–55). 

6 For a useful corrective to the “segmentation” view of Hobbes’s intellectual development, see, 

for example, Johnston 1986; Condren 1990. See also Skinner 1996. 



2

LEVIATHAN: THE BOOK 
1 Though Crooke was the publisher, material differences between copies of the Head may 

indicate that he farmed out the printing of some copies to other printers. 

2 The more sophisticated version of the hypothesis is that an early Latin draft of Leviathan (not 

a complete Latin text) already existed in the late 1640s, and that this was in turn reworked in 

the light of the English text and to take account of subsequent political developments.  

This answers the objection about Hobbes’s correspondence with Stubbe, but at the cost of 

largely dissolving the main point of the original hypothesis, which was to show that the Latin 

text which we now have was already extant in the late 1640s. However, it is undeniable that 

much of Leviathan derives from a known Latin text, namely Hobbes’s De cive of 1642; in 

addition, it has been suggested (Rogers & Schuhmann 2003 pp236–40) that some additional 

Latin material which Hobbes wrote independently in the second half of the 1640s about the 

Roman Catholic theologian Robert Bellarmine may underlie some of the later chapters of the 

English Leviathan, especially ch. 42. 

3 Strictly speaking illustrated matter which appears at the start of a book but does not include 

the book’s title is a frontispiece, though the title-page of Leviathan is sometimes referred to 

as its “frontispiece”. 

4 Others have suggested that the engraver was the Frenchman Abraham Bosse (Corbett and 

Lightbown 1979 pp221–22). 

5 A well-known example is Holbein’s painting The Ambassadors, in the National Gallery in 

London, which includes an image which is hard to interpret when viewed from directly in 

front of the picture, but which turns out to be a skull if the viewer stands at a sharply acute 

angle to it. 

6 Hobbes describes such a device in his “Answer” to Sir William Davenant’s “Preface” to 

Gondibert, which was written in January 1650 when Hobbes was well into writing Leviathan

(Malcolm 2002 p202). 

3

HUMAN KNOWLEDGE, REASON AND IGNORANCE 
1 Of course, the transition to 5 would not go through if other things also satisfied “is solidified 

egg-and-milk mixture”, for example, scrambled egg. I am indebted to Linda Holt for this 

observation.

2 The opposite possibility would be to distinguish between proper names and individuating 

descriptions and argue that true statements conjoining names with other names, but not those 

conjoining names with descriptions, are necessarily true. In this case, of course, it would be 

possible to retain the claim that necessarily true statements lack experiential content. 

3 I set aside here the complication that the description could be taken (de re) to refer to the same 

object in all possible worlds. 

4 Strictly this would now be called “quasi-publication” as it was intended for limited 

distribution among Hobbes’s personal circle, and no copies of this edition were sold 

commercially (Tuck 1998 xiii); full publication of De cive followed in 1647. 
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4

THE STATE OF NATURE: LAW AND RIGHT 
1 In this chapter I shall scare-quote “war” when it is being used in Hobbes’s extended sense. 

2 One example of conflict motivated by “glory” which remained current in Hobbes’s day was 

duelling. If, as sometimes happened, duels were approved by the sovereign, they opened up a 

contradiction in the law—the sovereign as law-giver outlawed homicide, but turned a blind 

eye to this form of honour killing (L p211). Duels were clear indicators of the survival of the 

state of nature. Hobbes warns of the perils of duelling in a letter of 1638 to Charles 

Cavendish, brother of his pupil William Cavendish (Hobbes 1994a Vol. I p53). 

3 It might be said that the distinction between “normative” and “descriptive” aspects of the state 

of nature is not one which Hobbes himself made. Whether or not this is true, it does not 

prevent us now as readers of Hobbes from distinguishing aspects of the theory which seem 

to describe the world from those which aim to tell us what we should do about it. 

4 This reading is corroborated by the Latin text, which states at this point “ante civitatis 

constitutionem unicuique quidlibet agendi, quod ad conservationem sui videretur ipsi 

necessarium, jus erat naturale” (Hobbes 1841 Vol. III p223). That is, in the state of nature, 

everyone has the right to do whatever might seem necessary to his own preservation. 

5 Warrender calls on Hobbes’s distinction between two senses of obligation (L p110), which 

claims that in the state of nature we can be under a moral obligation without being obligated 

to act on it. If I find myself embroiled in a state of war, the “validating condition” (in 

Warrender’s terminology, e.g. Warrender 1957 p14) of the obligation to seek peace may be 

absent. The point, however, is that in the state of nature, even though—or precisely 

because—the validating condition is absent, there may be insufficient rational motivation for 

getting out of it. 

6 At lex naturalis præceptum est sive regula generalis ratione excogitata, qua unusquisque id, 

quod ad damnum suum sibi tendere videbitur, facere prohibetur (Hobbes 1841 Vol. III 

p102).

7 It is far from clear why Hobbes thinks this is true in the case of someone who successfully 

usurped God. His reason for thinking the “Fool” foolish seems to be that the “Fool” in effect 

declares that he will break agreements whenever it suits him, and this makes him an enemy 

to his fellow human beings, and liable to be destroyed by them. But—as the Job passage in 

which the Leviathan appears underlines—this is hardly true of God, or someone in God’s 

position. Presumably the point, again, is that nobody would have a reasonable prospect of 

successfully usurping God. 

5

STATE OF NATURE TO COMMONWEALTH 
1 It might be thought that there is a key difference between the Prisoner’s Dilemma and the state 

of nature, since in the former but not the latter, there is an authority which lays down the 

tariff (i.e. the number of years in jail) for each outcome. However, this is incidental. What 

matters is that the prisoners have subjective preference-orderings which are assumed to be of 

a certain form—that is, each prefers to get fewer years in jail rather than more. 

2 Hobbes repeats the in foro interno/externo formulation in the Latin text (Hobbes 1841 Vol. III 

p121).

3 Note, however, the slipperiness of the term “rational”. What it is rational to do depends on 

what I know that others are doing, even if their behaviour is itself irrational. So it may be 

rational to continue to make war given that others do so, even if their doing so is irrational. 

4 For further discussion, see Chapter Six. 
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5 Whether we should think that individuals transfer or renounce their rights when they set up the 

sovereign is a major bone of contention between Hobbes’s interpreters. I address this 

question in Chapters Six and Eight. 

6 I ignore the fact that, on revealed preference theory, the only basis on which the schedule of 

rewards is itself identifiable is agents’ behaviour, so a gap between rationality and actual 

behaviour could not arise. On this point see Blackburn 1998, ch. 6. 

6

CONTRACT AND CONSENT 
1 That is, an obligation if there is no countervailing obligation not to do the thing I have 

promised to do. For example, I can’t create such an obligation by promising to murder 

somebody if I have no right to murder them in the first place. This restriction is important to 

Hobbes’s theory of punishment (see Chapter Eight). 

2 Major examples include Rawls 1971 and Scanlon 1999. 

3 As Hobbes’s contemporaries, including his one-time royalist friends such as Edward Hyde, 

saw. They particularly disliked the implication that, since Parliament was now the effective 

protector following the defeat of King Charles I, its rule over the people of Britain was 

justified. See Burgess 1990. 

4 Note, however, that Hobbes could still say that “I did x freely” entails “I could have done 

something other than x, if I had chosen to” (I am indebted to John Rogers for this 

observation). This is because freedom results from choice. For Hobbes it does not matter, as 

far as this goes, that because my actual choice was pre-determined, I could not have chosen 

differently. 

5 So, for Hobbes, it does not follow that if I have liberty, I am metaphysically free, if this 

requires that it was possible for me to will to do something other than what I actually will. 

All it means is that when I will to do something, nothing external stops me. 

6 Those who believe Leviathan was published as a response to immediate political conditions 

(Skinner 1972a; but cf. Burgess 1990; and see Chapter One above), contend that the book 

was hurried out partly to justify the Oath of Engagement to the new republican regime in 

England. There was still good reason to believe that the wars were not over when Hobbes 

was writing Leviathan—the royalists staged their last stand at the battle of Worcester in 

September 1651. 

7 Hobbes thinks that children submit by accepting the nurturing of their parents (L p140). It 

might be thought that this extorts consent from those who are too young to be capable of it. 

Hobbes might say that once in control of his or her faculties, a person still faces the decision 

whether to accept obedience or to make him- or herself an “enemy” by withholding consent. 

8 The argument of this section follows up a brilliant suggestion first put to me a number of years 

ago by my then colleague at the University of Sussex, Dr Andrew Chitty, to whom I am 

indebted.

9 Sed existente potentia quæ cogat, et si alter promissum præstiterit, ibi quæstio est, an is, qui 

fallit, cum ratione et ad bonum proprium congruenter fallat. Ego vero contra rationem, et 

imprudenter facere dico. The Latin text could support the view that the two conditions—that 

the other party has already fulfilled its promise, and that there is a common power—were 

jointly sufficient for it to be rational for me to do what I have promised, but also that each 

condition was necessary by itself. But this would still not make either condition severally 

sufficient for my performing to be rational. 

10 Of course, this also casts doubt on whether the state of nature can be seen as an Assurance 

Game (AG) in the first place, since the “Fool” passage is the main evidence for this 

interpretation.
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7

SOVEREIGNTY, STATE, COMMONWEALTH 
1 See Tuck 1993a p327. Hobbes does foreshadow a representational theory of roughly this form 

in De cive V 9, where he says (Hobbes 1998 p73) “a commonwealth then (to define it) is one

person whose will by the agreement of several men be taken as the will of them all”. This 

unitary person seems to be identified with the sovereign. In Leviathan however Hobbes says 

instead that the mass becomes a person, and that person is the one whom the sovereign 

represents. It could thus be said that the title-page illustration thus depicts not the sovereign, 

but the corporate person (in Hobbes’s terminology, the “state”) whom the sovereign 

represents. 

2 As Noel Malcolm discovered (Malcolm 1981), Hobbes had had his own experience of 

“personhood”, as part of his duties in the Cavendish household. For representative purposes, 

Hobbes was given a nominal single share in the Virginia Company. He was also used to 

carrying out other commissions (such as paying bills) on the Cavendishes’ behalf. 

3 I shall continue to use “state” with inverted commas in what follows, to signal the fact that 

Hobbes is using the word with a specialised meaning. 

4 Persona est is qui suo vel alieno nomine res agit: si suo, persona propria, sive naturalis est; si 

alieno, persona est ejus, cujus nomine agit, repræsentativa (Hobbes 1841 Vol. IV p143). 

5 Though, even here, actors can create actions through the act of representing them 

dramatically. So, although an actor can represent an action through mimesis (as in, say, 

pretending to drink something from a cup), he or she can also represent actions by 

performing tokens of that very action (such as running across the stage). 

6 Of course, if the sovereign is an assembly rather than an individual, the representative will not 

be a natural person, either. Since Hobbes allows explicitly for this possibility, we have to 

conclude that he is allowing that political representation may involve neither artificial nor 

fictional personhood, both of which depend on the representative’s being a natural person. 

7 Hobbes argues, however, in ch. 19 that monarchy is preferable. 

8 According to Hampton this argument is to be found in chs 19, 20, 22 and 29 of Leviathan, as 

well as De cive. However, several of the pas-sages she cites (e.g. L pp144–45; pp155–56; 

pp223–24) merely state that the sovereign power is unlimited, and limits the power of 

subordinate agencies. 

9 I explore this theme further in my book After Politics: the rejection of politics in 

contemporary liberal philosophy (London: Palgrave 2001). 

8

LAW, CRIME, PUNISHMENT 
1 In modern usage, civil law is distinguished from criminal law, the distinction being that civil 

offences are not prosecuted, but only liable to private redress in the courts. In Hobbes’s 

usage, “civil” refers to any law other than the law of nature (and so would include both the 

criminal and the civil law in the modern sense). 

2 For the details of this argument, see Chapter Seven above. 

3 Though this party may be one or more of the contractors themselves, the sovereign is legally a 

third party distinct from them. 

4 For example, they can make personal allegations, which would be actionable if repeated 

outside the House of Commons. 

5 Note that this is different from saying that nothing can make them unbound. Hobbes is quite 

clear that they can be made unbound, that is, absolved of their obligation to obey the 

sovereign. He says for example (L p153) that “[t]he obligation of subjects to the sovereign is 

understood to last as long, and no longer, than the power lasts, by which he is able to protect 

Notes     184



them…the end of obedience is protection” (italics added; compare Hobbes’s well-known 

remark about the “mutual relation between protection and obedience” at the very end of the 

book (L p491)). The point is, however, that the subjects cannot initiate circumstances (as had 

Parliament before and during the civil wars) in which the sovereign’s power to protect will 

be undermined. 

6 I shall however note a marginal qualification to this view later, when we discuss the law of 

equity. 

7 This cannot however mean for Hobbes that there are no normative truths at all in the state of 

nature. For the laws of nature, such as the requirement to seek peace, or to observe 

contractual agreements, already exist in the state of nature and have normative content. 

8 Punitive actions by the state such as judicial execution, imprisonment or exacting fines, 

become crimes when performed by one citizen on another (respectively, murder, kidnapping 

and theft). 

9

RELIGIOUS LIBERTY AND TOLERATION 
1 Hobbes made such accusations himself. In his Mr Hobbes Considered in His Loyalty, 

Religion, Reputation and Manners of 1662, Hobbes responded to the charge of “atheism” 

against him by the mathematician John Wallis, that Wallis was by a process of “projection” 

seeing in Hobbes the beliefs he feared he harboured himself but dared not confront (Hobbes 

1839–45 Vol. VII p353). 

2 Except, perhaps, those of the sovereign (assuming that sovereignty is borne by an individual). 

But even then the sovereign is acting in a public capacity rather than as a private citizen. 

3 I owe this formulation to John Horton. 

4 Hobbes uses “superstition” to refer to any doctrine which is not promoted or endorsed by the 

public authority, so it follows that a doctrine could be superstition in one polity but 

orthodoxy in another. 

5 It is not clear that this argument is an argument for toleration at all (Newey 1999 pp31–32). 

Locke’s claim that beliefs are immune from coercion seems to be a pragmatic obstacle which 

prevents regimes which would like to act intolerantly from doing so, rather than a principled 

defence of religious liberty. It is also possible to dispute the premise which Locke relies on 

here, which is not to be confused with the claim that it is impossible deliberately to coerce 

one’s own beliefs (“Deciding to Believe” in Williams 1973). While it may well be true that if 

I believe p, I cannot simply decide to believe not-p, it does not follow that it is likewise 

impossible for someone else to try to make me believe not-p, as the modern panoply of 

advertising and other forms of propaganda readily shows. 

6 The contrary interpretation places much weight on the Review and Conclusion to Leviathan,

with its claim that the independency of the primitive churches was perhaps the most 

desirable form of church organisation. But Hobbes may well have been trying to ingratiate 

himself with the Independents, who had defeated their Presbyterian rivals in the power-

struggles following the defeat of Charles I. The passage was dropped both in the scribal 

manuscript presented to the future Charles II and in the Latin Leviathan.

7 In Part 3, Hobbes finds himself defending the minimalist interpretation of Christianity, and his 

arguments depend on showing that no more than this is warranted by the use of reason. So 

what grounds could there be for Hobbes to believe anything beyond this? Presumably only 

the grounds which give rise to faith, seen as the irrational counterpart of belief. 

8 The freedoms may be granted at the sovereign’s discretion, but (unlike modern liberal theories 

of toleration) nothing in the theory demands that they be granted. 
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10

LEVIATHAN AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 
1 These schools of thought have of course been augmented more recently by approaches such as 

constructivism. 

2 Not the only such contention, since it is important to Realists to affirm the view of 

international politics as represented by RL, that is, to contend that there is no overarching 

law which shows that actors who behave as RL describes are acting contrary to reason or to 

morality. However, Realists such as Raino Malnes (Malnes 1994, e.g. pp32–33) are also 

inclined to attribute this view to Hobbes. 

3 See the discussion of this topic above in Chapter Six. 

CONCLUSION
1 As Bernard Williams makes clear: see his “Humanitarianism”, in Williams, In the Beginning 

was the Deed: realism and moralism in political argument (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press 2005), e.g. p152. 
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