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THE FRAGILITY OF CIVILIZATION IN HOBBES’S 
HISTORICAL WRITINGS

R o b e r t  K r a y n a k

Most peop le  do  n o t th ink  o f H obbes as an historian, bu t his political science 
rests on the sweeping historical claim that all past and p resen t civil societies 
are radically defective because they have never been free o f “disorders o f state 
an d  change o f governm ent by civil war.” T he reason this historical premise is 
easily overlooked is th a t H obbes makes no  attem pt to prove it in his scientific 
treatises on  politics, such as Leviathan and  De Cive. In these works, Hobbes be
gins by exam ining  the  faculties and  passions o f m en in the state o f nature, a 
cond ition  in w hich all political authority is dissolved; he  then  constructs the 
Leviathan state -  a new  form  o f governm ent that will establish a secure and 
lasting founda tion  for civil society. By proceeding in this fashion, Hobbes ex
cludes from  the ou tset an  analysis o f the traditional forms o f political author
ity and  the historical causes o f  civil war. His treatises, therefore, are incom plete 
statem ents o f his political teaching: they presen t the solution to the past fail
ures o f civilization, b u t they take for granted an understanding o f the problem.

For scholars who draw  th e ir in terpre tations from  the political treatises, 
H o b b es’s p ro c ed u re  creates difficulties because the original understanding 
o f defective civil society has b een  reduced  to a simple psychological teaching, 
accord ing  to w hich the  passions for security, profit, and  glory have rendered  
m en  “ap t to invade and  destroy one an o th er.” But this teaching does n o t ex
plain why the civil societies o f  the  past have been  unable to control these pas
sions; n o r does it identify the im m ediate causes o f war, such as class conflict, 
econom ic com petition , political faction, religious sectarianism , dynastic 
struggles, racial strife, m ilitary rivalry, or any o f the o th er historical causes of 
war. Because th e  h istorical reco rd  has been  expunged from  the state-of-na- 
tu re  teaching, scholars have tried  to explain H obbes’s view of the funda
m ental political p rob lem  by referring  to the intellectual contex t o f H obbes’s 
life and  times o r by search ing  in o th er parts o f the treatises for models o f hu 
m an conflict.

3 7



R o b e r t  K r a y n a k

W hile illum inating in certain  respects, such investigations overlook the 
fact tha t H obbes h im self analyzes the  defects o f  previous civil societies in  his 
extensive set o f historical writings. T hese writings ap p ear in  separate  books, 
m ost notably in Behemoth, H obbes’s history o f the  English Civil W ar and  in A 
Dialogue between a Philosopher and a Student o f the Common Laws o f England, his 
analysis o f E ng land’s political and  legal institutions. In add ition  to these m a
jo r  works, H obbes w rote short histories, such as “An H istorical N arrative on 
Heresy,” a work on  “Ecclesiastical H istory” in  Latin verse, an  in tro d u c tio n  to 
his translation o f  Thucydides, and  a few sh o rt essays th a t have b een  id en ti
fied recently  as early discourses by H obbes on  Tacitus, R om an history, and  
law.1 Despite their variety, all o f these writings are p a r t o f  the scholarly disci
pline th a t H obbes calls “civil history” an d  provide th e  best insight in to  his u n 
derstanding  o f past and  contem porary  civil societies.

In the  argum en t tha t follows, I will a ttem p t to piece to g e th er these writ
ings in to  a co h e ren t whole and  to show th a t they constitu te a H obbesian  p h i
losophy o f history -  an account o f the  evolution o f  m an from  barbarism  to 
civilization and  an explanation o f the  in h e re n t fragility o r self-destructiveness 
o f civilization. After p resen ting  the account, I will b ring  H obbes up-to-date 
by com paring his views on the fragility o f civilization with Sam uel H u n tin g 
to n ’s views in The Clash o f Civilizations. I will suggest th a t H obbes was m ore 
optimistic than  H un ting ton  abou t overcom ing the anarchical tendencies o f 
civilization b u t tha t H obbes’s optim ism  reflects som e o f the  naïve illusions o f 
the early E n ligh tenm ent abou t chang ing  m a n ’s irra tiona l behavior.

The History o f  Barbarism a nd  Civilization

A survey o f H obbes’s historical writings shows th a t H obbes investigated 
the condition  o f  civil society from  the  tim e o f  an c ien t Egypt to 17th century  
England. His sources were the g reat historians, poets, an d  ph ilosophers o f 
antiquity and  the lesser-known historians o f  con tem porary  Europe. From  the 
works o f D iodorus Siculus, Caesar, Josephus, an d  the O ld T estam ent, 
Hobbes acquired  a knowledge o f the an c ien t kingdom s o f  the N ear East, 
such as Egypt, Israel, Persia, Assyria, an d  India. From  the works o f  Thucy
dides, Tacitus, P lutarch, Seneca, Lucan, C icero, as well as from  historical ob
servations in  Aristotle’s Politics and  Metaphysics (Bk. 1), H obbes acqu ired  an

1 See Noel B. Reynolds and Arlene Saxonhouse, ed., Thomas Hobbes: Three Discourses: A 
Critical Modem Edition of Newly Identified Work of the Young Hobbes (Chicago: University o f 
Chicago Press, 1995).
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u n d erstan d in g  o f  the  republics o f ancien t G reece and Rome. And from  the 
works o f con tem porary  historians, such as Seiden, H eath, and  the com m on 
law historians, as well as from  Tacitus, H obbes developed his views on the ori
gins o f  feudal E u ro p e  an d  the  institutions o f m onarchy, gentry, and church. 
Ju d g in g  from  these sources, one  can infer that for H obbes the known civi
lized w orld consisted  o f  th ree  types o f society: the  ancien t kingdom s o f the 
N ear East, the  republics o f  an c ien t Greece and  Rome, and  the m onarchies of 
C hristian E urope.

In  add ition  to  studying the  kingdom s and  republics o f the civilized 
world, H obbes investigated the  historical condition of those people he calls 
savages o r  barbarians. Drawing from  m any o f the same sources, Hobbes de
scribes a t least th ree  d istinct peoples as savage o r barbaric: “the savage peo
ple o f A m erica” an d  “those th a t live near the Poles” (that is, the Indians and  
Eskimos o f N orth  A m erica); the  G erm anic tribes o f prefeudal Europe and 
th e ir descenden ts who becam e the Saxon tribes of early England; and  the 
barbaric  p eop le  who lived by p lu n d er and  rap ine before the founding  o f the 
G reek  city-states.2

As this overview suggests, the  prim ary them e o f H obbes’s writings on civ
il h istory is the  d istinction  betw een barbarism  and  civilization -  a distinction 
we can begin  to  u n d ers ta n d  by reflecting on  his term inology. W hen speaking 
o f  the  societies o f  the  past, H obbes som etim es uses term s that emphasize 
th e ir political characteristics — “com m onw ealths,” “cities,” o r “polities” -  and 
a t o th e r times uses term s th a t em phasize their civilized characteristics -  “civ
il society” o r “civil life.”3 H e uses bo th  sets o f term s interchangeably because 
he  regards civilization as a condition  tha t com bines a certain  level o f  politi
cal developm ent with a certa in  m an n er o f living. W henever governm ent be
cam e sufficiently strong  an d  well-established to provide peace and leisure, 
m en  began  to cultivate philosophy o r the arts and sciences. Thus, Hobbes ob
serves as a g en era l ru le  th a t “com m onw ealth is the m o th er o f peace and 
leisure; and  leisure, the  m o th e r o f philosophy. W here first there were great 
an d  flourish ing  cities, th e re  was the first study o f philosophy.”4 Civilization,

2 Leviathan, ch. 10, p. 83; ch. 13, p. 114; ch. 30, p. 324; ch. 46, p. 655. And De Cive, V.2; 
De Corpore, 1.7; Dialogue on the Common Laws, pp. 163-63. References are to Sir William 
Molesworth, ed., The English Works o f Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury, 11 volumes (London: 
Jo h n  Bohn, 1839-45): De Cive, EW  2; De Corpore, EW  1 ; Leviathan, EW  3; Behemoth, EW  6; 
Joseph Cropsey, ed., A Dialogue between a Philosopher and a Student of the Common Laws of Eng
land (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1971); and Bernard Gert, ed., Man and Citizen 
(De H om ine and De Cive) (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1991).

3 Leviathan, ch. 9, p. 71; De Cive, X .l; De Corpore, 1.7; De Homine, Х.З.
4 Leviathan, ch; 46, p. 660.
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in o th er words, has been  a cond ition  in  w hich governm ent provided  the 
leisure fo r intellectual cultivation. In  th e  savage o r barbaric  cond ition , by 
contrast, political authority has been  so weak an d  underdeveloped  tha t no  
one has the leisure to cultivate the arts an d  sciences o r to practice philosophy.

Using this standard , H obbes is able to trace the evolution o f  m an from  
barbarism  to civilization. In the m ost prim itive cond ition , th e  only form  o f 
political authority  was tha t o f  patriarchs o r conquero rs who ru led  over fam i
lies and  tribes by “natu ra l force.” H ence, H obbes says, “the  b eg inn ing  o f  all 
dom in ion  am ongst m en was in families; in  which the  fa th e r ... was absolute 
lord o f his wife and  children  ... [and o f those] enem ies they took an d  saved, 
[who] were their servants.”5 In  this cond ition , a con tinuous struggle for sur
vival occurred, as clans and  tribes waged war fo r territory, scarce goods, and  
servants. Accordingly, p lu n d er and  piracy w ere n o t regarded  as d ish o n o r
able; indeed , it was “a m an n er o f living, an d  as it were a certa in  econom y, 
which they called lestriken, living by ra p in e .”6 T he harshness o f  life was m iti
gated only by a primitive code o f military h o n o r  w hich req u ired  m agnan im 
ity in victory and by the econom y o f p lu n d e r which counseled  victors to spare 
the people, animals, and  instrum ents th a t were useful for p roduction . As for 
the cultivation o f the arts and  science, only the  “arts necessary fo r a m a n ’s 
life” were developed in the condition  o f  barbarism . Primitive m en  lived by 
im m ediate sense experience because they lacked the leisure to cultivate 
speech, to develop writing, o r to acquire systematic know ledge.7

O f the several historical conditions from  which this descrip tion  is drawn, 
the one H obbes discusses in  greatest detail is th a t o f  th e  G erm anic an d  Sax
on tribes o f  prefeudal Europe. In the  Dialogue on the Common Laws, h e  traces 
E ng land’s political institutions to a preh istoric  e ra  w hen the island was in
habited  by Saxon tribes whose ancestors cam e from  Germ any. As a “savage 
and  h ea th en  people,” they lived “only by war an d  rap ine  ... w ritten laws they 
had  little, o r  none, and  very few th ere  were in [that] tim e ... th a t could  write 
o r read .” A m ong such savages, authority  was e ith e r paternal o r by conquest, 
and  the “succession o f lands was d e te rm in ed  by the  p leasure o f  the  m aster o f 
the family ... [or by] natu ra l descent, [which] as h e ld  fo r the  law o f  na tu re , 
n o t only am ongst the Germ ans, b u t also in m ost nations befo re  they h ad  writ
ten laws.”8 The prehistoric era was followed by a period  in  which the  Saxon 
tribes cam e u n d er Rom an dom ination  an d  E ngland  developed w ritten laws 
and  customs. A lthough this m arked the b eg inn ing  o f  political consolidation,

5 Dialogue on the Common Laws, p. 159; Leviathan., ch. 17, p. 159.
6 De Cive, V.2.
7 Dialogue on the Common Laws, p. 198; Leviathan, ch. 46, p. 665.
8 Dialogue on the Common Laws, p. 190, 198-99.
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E ngland  rem ain ed  divided in to  m any petty kingdom s, each o f which devel
o p ed  the  custom  o f  m eetin g  with a council o f advisors to design laws. T he 
th ird  e ra  began  with the  co n q u est o f Saxon kings by William the C onqueror 
who established a g rea t m onarchy  and  b rough t England to the state o f civil 
society.

In the  Dialogue an d  in  Behemoth, H obbes indicates th a t this general pat
te rn  was followed in  the  origins o f all civilized nations. H e rem arks that 
“g rea t m onarch ies have p ro ceed ed  from  small families ... [which were ex
ten d ed ] by war, w herein  the  victor no t only enlarged his territory, bu t also 
the n u m b er an d  riches o f his subjects ... [And in this] m anner, which is by 
war, grew u p  all th e  g reat kingdom s o f the world, viz., the Egyptian, Assyrian, 
Persian, an d  th e  M acedonian  m onarchy; and  so did  the g reat kingdom s of 
E ngland, France, an d  Spain .”9 As for the republics o f  Greece and  Rome, 
th e ir developm en t was a variation  on this them e. In early Greece, m en lived 
by p lu n d e r an d  piracy un til city-states were form ed; thereafter, “the Greeks 
h ad  fo r a while th e ir petty  kings, and  then  by sedition cam e to be petty com 
m onw ealths [th a t is, small republics]; and then  growing to be greater com 
m onw ealths, by sed ition  again becam e m onarchies.” Similarly, Rome began 
with prim itive tribes consolidated  into m onarchy; then, “in Rome, rebellion 
against Kings p ro d u ced  Democracy, upon  which the Senate usurped  u n d er 
Sylla, and  the P eople again u p o n  the Senate u n d er Marius, and the Em per
o r u su rp ed  u p o n  the People u n d e r  Caesar and  his Successors.”10

As a general ru le, then , the  evolution from  barbarism  to civilization fol
lowed a typical pa tte rn : families, tribes, and  small kingdom s were consolidat
ed  by war o r ag reem en t in to  com m onwealths, which were e ither great 
m onarch ies o r small republics. This political developm ent was accom panied 
by a m easure o f  peace an d  leisure, which allowed for intellectual develop
m en t in  various spheres, from  the  cultivation o f speech and  writing to the de
velopm en t o f  arts an d  sciences and  philosophy.

To this po in t, H o b b es’s analysis seems to indicate that the evolution 
from  barbarism  to civilization is a kind o f progress. But is this really the case? 
W hich cond ition  is su p erio r with regard  to hum an felicity and misery? Ac
co rd ing  to Aristotle, civilization as such is superior to barbarism . As Aristotle 
says in Politics, Bk. 1, the  grow th from  families to tribes to cities improves m en 
by m aking them  increasingly self-sufficient and civilized; in political societies, 
they rise above “m ere  life” an d  attain the “good life,” understood  as a life of 
leisure devoted to th e  exercise o f  the m oral virtues in politics and the culti

9 Dialogue on the Common Laws, pp. 95-96.
10 Behemoth, p. 252; Dialogue, p. 196.
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vation o f  the  m ind in philosophy. For A ristotle an d  o th er classical philoso
phers, the  good life is the end  o f civilization an d  includes all o f  the  elem ents 
o f a happy o r self-sufficient existence.

Now, H obbes agrees with Aristotle to a certa in  extent. Political consoli
dation in to  small republics and  g rea t m onarch ies constitu tes progress b e
cause it brings som e re lie f from  the wars am ong  clans and  tribes. In  addition , 
the increase in leisure and  the advancem ent o f  th e  practical arts b ring  in
creased freedom  from  necessity and  scarcity, enab ling  civilized peop le  to en 
joy some o f the “com m odities o f  m an k in d .” In these respects, civilization p ro 
vides g rea ter happiness o r felicity th an  pre-civil life and  is su p erio r to it. But 
H obbes stops h ere  in his ag reem en t with A ristotle ab o u t the  superiority  o f 
civilization and  warns his readers ab o u t those aspects o f  civilized life th a t 
m ake it m ore  m iserable than  savagery.

H obbes’s crucial insight is th a t the fo u n d in g  o f cities an d  com m on
wealths tu rn ed  the hum an  m ind  to h ig h er things th an  im m ediate  sense ex
perience and  practical arts; it led  to the  developm ent o f  speculative and  
m oral sciences as well as to the fo rm ulation  o f  general principles in  philoso
phy, theology, and  ju risp rudence. As a result, a new  type o f  au thority  arose: 
the prim itive rule o f  patriarchs an d  conquero rs was rep laced  by the ru le  o f  
philosophers, priests, lawyers, orators, an d  intellectuals o f  all types who 
sought to rule not by natural force but by opinion. However, the  rep lacem en t o f 
force by opin ion  has n o t m ade civilized life h ap p ie r  o r b e tte r  th an  barbarism . 
Rather, it has p roduced  a new kind o f warfare th a t prim itive m en  were spared  
by their ignorance: in civilized societies, the wars am ong  tribes fo r territory  
and  p lu n d er have been  superseded  by wars am ong  learned  intellectuals over 
opinions an d  doctrines.

A change in hum an  passions also occu rred  as civilized peop le  began  to 
pursue intellectual activities. A ccording to H obbes, savages were m otivated 
by appetites for necessary things an d  confined  th e ir passion fo r h o n o r and  
glory to com petition  for goods, ch ild ren , servants, o r military com m and, 
leading to displays o f self-sufficiency in  sparing  the  vanquished  an d  abstain
ing from  cruelty. For primitive m en, h o n o r was m agnanim ity. By contrast, 
civilized m en  feel secure from  w ant an d  seek h o n o r and  glory in  unnecessary 
things -  in titles, symbols, and  above all in  op in ions and  claims o f  knowledge. 
In civilized societies, m agnanim ity degenera tes in to  vainglory, which is a false 
sense o f  sufficiency, m easured n o t by possessions an d  com m and  b u t by flat
tery and  agreem ent. T he m ost pow erful form  o f  vanity am ong civilized m en  
is intellectual vanity -  the desire to be esteem ed wise an d  lea rn ed  by having 
o n e ’s opinions and  doctrines recognized  as the  authoritative wisdom o f  soci
ety. This desire for intellectual recogn ition  is th e  cause o f civilization’s mis
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ery an d  degradation ; fo r “m an is m ost troublesom e, when he is m ost at ease; 
fo r th en  h e  loves to show  his wisdom, and  control the actions o f them  that 
govern th e  com m onw ealth .” M oreover, intellectual vanity causes m en “to 
h ate  an d  be h a ted  by reason  o f the  d isagreem ent o f op inions,” creating mal
ice an d  cruelty  o f  a k in d  unknow n to savages.11 H obbes’s conclusion (later 
developed  by R ousseau) is th a t the governm ent, leisure, and  intellectual cul
tivation th a t trad itionally  were tho u g h t to m ark the superiority  o f civilization 
have m ade it as m iserable as and  in certain respects m ore cruel than sav
agery.

The Stages o f  C ivilization

This critical in sigh t provides the them e o f H obbes’s history o f civiliza
tion. W hile each o f the civilized nations o f the world has been  independen t
ly founded , a general developm ent of world civilization can be traced through 
th ree  stages -  from  the  an c ien t kingdom s o f the N ear East to the republics 
o f G reece an d  R om e to the  m onarchies o f C hristian Europe. It is a develop
m en t charac terized  by the  ever-dim inishing influence o f coercive power and 
the ever-increasing in fluence o f learned  opinions and doctrines.

T he first stage o f  civilization m ight be called the  “prophetic  age” (this is 
my label) because in tellectual cultivation took the form  o f prophecy and in
sp ired  poetry. In  the  preface to De Cive, H obbes describes this historical pe
riod  as a tim e w hen p ro p h e ts , priests, and poets sought knowledge o f the di
vine an d  n a tu ra l o rd e r an d  used it to enhance the authority  o f rulers. As 
H obbes rem arks, “the  m ost anc ien t sages” delivered their opinions “either 
curiously ad o rn ed  with verse, o r c louded in allegories, as a m ost beautiful 
and  hallow ed mystery o f  royal authority .” H obbes even speculates that these 
sages deliberately  “chose to  have the science o f justice w rapped up in fables, 
[rather] th an  openly  exposed  to d isputation” so tha t kings could keep “their 
em pires en tire , n o t by argum ents, b u t by punish ing  the wicked and protect
ing the  good. Likewise, subjects ... were n o t kep t in peace by disputations, 
b u t by pow er and  au tho rity  ... [and] reverenced the suprem e power as a cer
tain visible divinity ... w h ereo f it was peace and  a golden age.”12 H obbes’s 
p o in t is that, d u rin g  this early stage of civilization, political rulers were sup
p o rted  by religious an d  poetic  authorities who created  myths about the di
vinity o f  kings in  o rd e r to p ro m o te  obedience -  an  arrangem en t that Hobbes

11 Leviathan, ch. 17, p. 157; De Homine, X.3; De Cive, X.9.
12 De Cive, Preface.
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looks up o n  with nostalgia as a time w hen naïve b elief in  au thority  p ro d u ced  
a “golden age” o f  civil peace.

If we turn  to o th er writings, we can see th a t the acco u n t in De Cive is 
som ewhat idealized. In Behemoth, H obbes includes a lengthy narrative on 
D iodorus Siculus, a Rom an historian  o f the  first cen tury  B.C. whom  H obbes 
refers to as one o f the greatest historians (“the  g reatest an tiquary  perhaps 
tha t every was”). W hat H obbes adm ires ab o u t D iodorus is his am bition  to 
write a universal history o f civilization from  an c ien t Egypt to R om an times as 
well as his detailed  lessons on “how  philosophy, to g e th er with divinity, have 
m uch conduced  to the advancem ent o f  the  professors th e r e o f ... n ex t to the 
authority  o f  kings themselves, in the m ost an c ien t kingdom s o f  the w orld .”13 
Drawing up o n  D iodorus as well as th e  O ld T estam ent, H obbes describes the 
relations betw een civil and  religious au thorities in an c ien t Egypt an d  Israel.

T he Egyptians, H obbes rem arks, are “th e  m ost an c ien t k ingdom  in  the 
world, an d  their priests had  the  g reatest pow er in  civil affairs, th an  any sub
jects ever had  in any na tio n .” T he pow er o f  the  p riesthood  was derived in 
p art from  its status as a hereditary  class in  a h ierarch ica l society. However, the 
real source o f its power was its con tro l over op in ions an d  beliefs ab o u t the 
gods, na tu ra l events, and  law. Q uoting  D iodorus, H obbes says ‘“ the  priests 
had m ost cred it with the people, bo th  fo r th e ir devotion to the gods, and  for 
their understand ing  gotten  by ed u ca tio n .’” T h e  Egyptian priests were also in
fluential as counselors to the king, “‘partly execu ting  and  partly in fo rm ing  
and  advising, fortelling him  by th e ir skill in  astrology and  a rt in  the  inspec
tion o f sacrifices, the things tha t are to com e, and  read ing  him  o u t o f  their 
holy books, such actions ... as are profitable fo r h im  to know .’” T he priestly 
caste also supplied the judges in Egypt because o f th e ir rep u ta tio n  for knowl
edge, as symbolized by the m edallions w orn by ch ief justices which were in
scribed with the word “tru th .”14 A lthough political au thority  was virtually 
usurped  by the power Egyptian priests h ad  over the m inds o f  kings an d  sub
jects, the result was a fairly stable civilization in  w hich public d ispu tation  o f 
laws and  opinions was avoided.

By contrast, the kingdom  o f ancien t Israel was d isrup ted  frequently  by 
conflicts o f  opinion am ong rival prophets. As H obbes reveals in Behemoth and 
De Cive, civil-religious authority was unified  in  the early period  o f the Jewish 
com m onw ealth because Moses was the political leader and  the forem ost 
prophet. But the distinction between coercive pow er and  the authority  to in
terp ret the word o f  God left Moses o p en  to  challenge by a n u m b er o f  rivals

13 Behemoth, p. 276.
14 Behemoth, pp. 278-79.
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durin g  his lifetim e -  by K orah an d  his accomplices, by A aron the high-priest 
and  his sister M iriam , and  by o th e r prophets. Each o f these groups disputed 
M oses’s exclusive claim  to prophecy  and raised the th rea t o f sedition. Howev
er, as H obbes also shows, Moses was able to repulse these challenges because 
h e  skillfully used  a certain  m eth o d  of punishing his rivals. Instead of disput
ing th e ir doctrines, Moses exposed  the am bition behind  the doctrines, there
by d iscrediting  the  purity  o f  th e ir claim to speak for God and  inciting the peo
p le ’s anger against them . After Moses, the Jewish nation becam e a “priestly 
k ingdom ” in w hich the in terp re ta tio n  o f divine law and the word o f God be
longed  to the h igh-priest who was also the king. This, too, was a troubled pe
riod. T he h igh  priests were continually challenged by prophets for the right to 
in te rp re t the law an d  w ord o f  God; bu t they lacked the political skill of Moses 
in  pun ish ing  th e ir rivals, leaving the nation in a continuous state o f turm oil.13

In  sum , life in  the  an c ien t kingdom s o f Egypt and  Israel was n o t quite 
the go lden  age described  in  De Cive. A uthority was based on the coercive 
pow er o f  kings as well as th e  learned  opinions o f priests and  prophets, creat
ing  a po ten tia l source o f  conflict. T he problem  was m itigated by the fact that 
the  p ries th o o d  h ad  a n a tu ra l basis as a hereditary  caste which lim ited the 
scope o f  rival op inions. H obbes also indicates that the m ost unstable nation, 
an c ien t Israel, was the excep tion  ra ther than  the rule: the Israelites were “a 
p eop le  greedy o f  p ro p h e ts ,” m eaning  the peculiar problem  o f the Jewish 
p eop le  was the  appeal o f in d ep en d e n t prophets (although even this problem  
cou ld  be m an ag ed  by skillful leadersh ip ).16 W ith these qualifications, 
H o b b es’s view o f  the  p ro p h e tic  age as a period  o f relative stability (if no t a 
go lden  age) can be sustained.

F u rth e r su p p o rt fo r this ju d g m en t is provided by H obbes’s account of 
the  republics o f  G reece an d  Rome. They were m ore unstable than the king
dom s o f  the  an c ien t w orld, even though the priestly class was weaker in 
G reece and  Rom e th an  in the  anc ien t kingdom s (“In G reece, one m an and 
o n e  w om an h ad  the  p ries th o o d ,” ra th e r than  a hereditary  caste). In fact, the 
poets were “the  p rincipa l priests” because they delivered tales about gods and 
spirits to th e  p eo p le  an d  codified doctrine. Furtherm ore, as Hobbes observes 
in his com m entary  on  D iodorus, the Greeks were the first to free philosophy 
from  religion. Previously, philosophy was equated  with the explanation of 
n a tu ra l events by astrology, magic, and  inspection of sacrifices (although 
Egyptian and  C haldean  priests also practiced astronom y and  m athem atics). 
B ut it was “philosophy afte r th e  m an n er o f the Greeks” tha t finally separated

15 De Cive, XVI. 13-15.
16 De Cive, XVI.14.
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the study o f  natu re  from  prophetic  arts an d  w eakened  the  pow er o f priests.17 
As a result, the ancien t republics never suffered  from  a division betw een po
litical rulers and priests: their “civil laws were the  rules w hereby n o t only 
righteousness an d  virtue, b u t also re lig ion  an d  th e  ex ternal w orship o f God, 
were o rd e red  and  approved.”18

A lthough philosophy and politics took  p reced en ce  over relig ion in 
Greece an d  Rome, the republics w ere inheren tly  unstab le because the au
thority o f received opinions was subject to public dispute. In  this case, the  re 
ceived opin ions were n o t derived from  divine law b u t from  political notions 
o f justice an d  p rudence in terp re ted  by legislators, orators, an d  philosophers. 
T he peculiar problem  o f the classical republics was political factionalism  
caused by two new kinds o f intellectual discourse: rhe to ric  an d  dialectic. In 
this period, Socrates com pounded  the instability by inventing  political sci
ence o r civil philosophy which began  a new  stage o f  civilization, the  ph ilo
sophical age o f public disputation.

H obbes’s early thoughts on G reek civilization are expressed  in the in
troduction  to his translation o f Thucydides. T h ere , he refers to Thucydides 
as “the m ost political h isto riographer th a t ever w rit” because his subject is the 
political realm  in the strict sense: the  public life o f  the  G reek city-states w here 
governm ent was exercised by citizens in  the  assembly an d  forum . In  reco rd 
ing their history, Thucydides shows the  in h e re n t d efect o f  G reek political life 
to be the instability o f op in ion  caused by public deliberations ab o u t justice  
and  policy. T he deliberations were d o m in a ted  by “dem agogues co n ten d in g  
for repu tation  and  glory o f wit” who created  factional strife in dom estic af
fairs, while encouraging  hazardous adventures in foreign an d  m ilitary affairs, 
all for the sake o f intellectual h o n o r an d  glory, th a t is, for the  sake o f  seeing 
their opinions p re ferred  before o thers. T h e  only h o p e  for stability, H obbes 
observes, was for sober statesm en to oppose the  dem agogues; b u t this was an 
exercise in futility, and  m ost h onorab le  m en, such as Thucydides himself, 
simply w ithdrew  from  politics with a sense o f resignation  ab o u t the self-de- 
struction o f  G reek political life.19

D uring this era, new problem s arose w hen Socrates invented  civil ph i
losophy, which H obbes describes in  the  preface to De Cive as follows. Philos
ophy first appeared  in the anc ien t w orld as na tu ra l philosophy w hen p ro p h e
cy was superseded  by rational investigations in to  “th e  faces an d  m otions o f 
things” (physics) an d  “th e ir natures an d  causes” (m etaphysics). Similarly, the

17 Behemoth, pp. 278-81; Leviathan, ch. 45, p. 638.
18 Elements of Law, II. 2.6.2.
19 Introduction to Thucydides’s The Peloponnesian War, H obbes’s translation, EW  8.
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study o f  justice was originally p a rt o f divinity science in which rational inquiry 
existed only in em bryo, barely “glim m ering forth  as through a cloud o f fables 
and  m yths.” A fter n a tu ra l philosophy arose, Socrates invented civil philoso
phy because h e  “set so g rea t a value on this, tha t utterly abandoning  and de
spising all o th e r parts o f  philosophy, he  wholly em braced this [civil science].” 
W hile th e  beg in n in g  o f  n a tu ra l philosophy was “to the advantage o f m an
k ind ,” the invention  o f  civil philosophy produced  misery and  civil strife. No 
lon g er cou ld  political sovereigns rely on protective myths or the skillful pu n 
ish m en t o f  rivals to ru le; they now  need ed  rational doctrines o f  right upheld  
by argum en ta tion . T h e  go lden  age o f naïve obedience was over, and the 
philosophical age o f  disputative politics had  begun.

T he precise reason  for this historic developm ent was the m ethod o f di
alectic o r d ispu ta tion  th a t Socrates and  his followers in troduced. T heir 
m eth o d  was to  exam ine com m only received opinions to in o rd e r to attain 
true  know ledge, w hich m ean t th a t they questioned  the conventional defini
tions o f ju stice  in o rd e r  to discover a h igher standard  o f natu ra l justice. T he 
Socratic revolution thereby  challenged  established laws and  opinions and 
m ade the  appeal to  h ig h e r ju stice  the accepted practice o f philosophers and 
intellectuals. T hus, w hen H obbes attacks the troublesom e m en o f antiquity 
who loved “to d isp u te ,” h e  does n o t simply m ean that they h ap p en ed  to dis
agree with established opinions. H e m eans they were practicing the dialecti
cal a rt o f  d ispu tation , whose very m ethod  was to dispute received opinions 
an d  thereby  to unsettle  society.20

T he philosophical m eth o d  begun by Socrates eventually transform ed the 
civilized world. As H obbes observes, “m en were so m uch taken by this custom 
tha t in tim e it sp read  itself over all Europe, and the best part o f Africa; so as 
there  were schools publicly erec ted  and m aintained, for lectures and disputa
tions, alm ost in every com m onw ealth .”21 W ith the advent o f Christianity it be
cam e p a rt o f divinity science and  was established in universities and churches. 
T he resu lt was a new  stage o f civilization characterized by the popularization 
o f disputative philosophy. In this age, the m ost casually educated  m en, even 
the com m on people, becam e practitioners o f disputative science and owners 
o f a doctrine: “Now at length , all m en o f all nations, no t only the philosophers 
b u t even the vulgar, have and  do still deal with this as a m atter o f ease, ex
posed and  prostitu te to every m o th er wit, and to be attained w ithout any great 
care o r study.”22 In  H obbes’s age, disputation in religion and  politics has be

20 De Cive, Epistle Dedicatory.
21 Leviathan, ch. 46, p. 667.
22 De Cive, Preface.
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come the ideal o f civilized living fo r com m on peop le  as well as the philoso
phers. It is the m ost advanced stage o f civilization in which everyone owns a 
doctrine an d  intellectual vanity is a universal passion.

T he problem s o f this age appear in H o b b es’s analysis o f  the m onarchies 
o f Christian Europe. His writings follow his usual p a tte rn  o f  describ ing the de
velopm ent o f political institutions o u t o f conquest an d  hered itary  succession 
and the developm ent o f cultural institutions based on op in ion  an d  learning. 
T he political institutions o f W estern E urope -  its m onarchies an d  gentry  -  
arose from  the pre-civil state w hen G erm anic tribes roam ed  the co n tin en t and  
Saxon tribes inhabited  England. These tribes were ru led  by warlords and  pet
ty kings whose realms were eventually consolidated  by conquest in to  great 
m onarchies, form ing the nations o f Europe. In  the process, the warlords be
came a civilized gentry -  a class o f aristocratic families d istinguished by sym
bols o f honor, such as heralds and  hered itary  titles. T he heralds were origi
nally coats o f arms used by the G erm an warlords to identify th e ir soldiers; 
when they were forced to lay down th e ir arms, the designs were kep t by fami
lies as signs o f h o n o r o r distributed by m onarchs as honorific rewards for serv
ice. Similarly, titles such as duke, count, m arquis, an d  baron  were once desig
nations o f military offices in the G erm an m ilitia and  o th er armies; later, in 
m ore peaceful times, they were m ade in to  m ere titles o f h o n o r, w ithout pow
er or com m and. In the evolution from  warlords to gentry, the  code o f h o n o r
able conduct was also transform ed from  one o f  m ilitary prowess an d  m agna
nimity, acquired on the battlefield, to one o f gallantry and  vanity, derived 
from reading  rom ances.23 In describing the origins o f m onarchy  and  gentry, 
Hobbes shows that political consolidation b ro u g h t peace am ong warlords, fol
lowed by the red irection  o f h o n o r from  the recognition  o f possession and  
com m and to the vanity o f titles, symbols, and  gallantry.

Accom panying the growth o f political institutions in E urope was the  de
velopm ent o f the church  and the universities. They were shaped  by the philo
sophical tradition begun in ancien t G reece and  its disputative m eth o d  o f  rea
soning, which shaped Christian E urope in two im p o rtan t ways. First, it im plied  
that knowledge was acquired by reasoning  from  authority, which am ong the 
classical philosophers m ean t the authority  o f com m on opin ion  and  am ong 
Scholastics m ean t the authority o f the  Bible and  the  classical authors. Ap
pealing to authority was virtually equated  with knowledge. Second, the  search 
for knowledge was focused on words o r speech, on  the assum ption th a t 
speech provides access to the natu re  an d  causes o f  things. T he Greeks first de
veloped this view o f knowledge because they invented rheto ric  and  dialectics,

23 Leviathan, ch. 10, pp. 81-84; ch. 6, p. 46.

4 8



T h e  F r a g i l i t y  o f  C i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  H o b b e s ’s  H i s t o r i c a l  W r i t i n g s

the original arts an d  sciences o f speech. Indeed, Hobbes says, “the Greeks had 
b u t o n e  word, logos, fo r b o th  reason and speech ... [because] they thought 
th ere  was no  reason  w ithout speech.” Surprisingly, Christianity did n o t alter 
this view, despite its appeal to revelation as the highest form  o f knowledge. 
For the study o f Scrip ture consisted o f analyzing “the W ord o f God ... [which 
in Latin is] sermo, in  G reek logos, th a t is, som e speech, discourse, or saying . ” 24 

T he synthesis o f  classical philosophy and  scriptural studies tu rn ed  dialectics 
in to  academ ic disputation , in which Schoolm en reasoned from  Scripture and 
anc ien t texts to define the m eaning  o f words. They also transform ed classical 
rhe to ric  in to  a m o re  stylized from  o f public preaching, involving dram atic ges
tures an d  indoctrination  th ro u g h  repetition  o f words. University disputation 
and  public p reach ing  thereby becam e the m ost highly h o n o red  activities in 
the C hristian world, creating  a civilization o f academic speech.

In H obbes’s view, this stage o f civilization is the m ost unhappy period of 
history. For the scholars an d  preachers o f the W estern world cultivated the arts 
o f speech and  spread  their disputes to all sectors of society. By endorsing the 
P ro testan t idea th a t everyone could in terp re t Scripture for himself, they made 
every individual an  am ateu r practitioner of disputation and  in troduced a new 
p h en o m en o n , religious sectarian warfare. In the ancient world, Hobbes says, 
civil sovereigns never allowed private m en as m uch freedom  to preach publicly 
as they are allowed in C hristian Europe; as a result, “there was no such [pub
lic preaching] perm itted  in all the world outside o f C hristendom , n o r there
fore any civil wars on  accoun t o f religion . ” 25 Such wars cause great misery be
cause disputes over doctrines and  words multiply the num ber of sects indefi
nitely and  the disputes o f  sectarians call forth  intense malice and cruelty.

H obbes’s conclusion , th en , is that the long m arch from  barbarism  
th ro u g h  the  p rophe tic , philosophical, and  Christian stages o f civilization has 
followed a persisten t p a tte rn  o f replacing savage wars over territory and  plun
d e r with “civilized” wars over doctrines and words.

D octrinal Warfare in  B e h e m o th

This history o f  civilization provides the contex t for H obbes’s m ost im
p o rta n t historical work, Behemoth, and  points to his distinctive in terpretation  
o f the  English Civil W ar. For H obbes, the civil war was n o t abou t the partic
u lar deeds o f  King C harles I n o r  abou t class warfare n o r even about the strug-

24 Leviathan, ch. 4, p. 25; ch. 36, p. 407.
25 Behemoth, p p .  2 4 3 - 4 4 .
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gle for pow er as such. It was a war over doctrines whose sources were deeply 
roo ted  in W estern civilization and  whose leaders were m otivated by in tellec
tual vanity — by the  desire to be recognized  as the wisest o r  m ost lea rn ed  o f 
m en and  to  have their doctrines and  opin ions established as th e  au th o rita 
tive wisdom of society. As H obbes says in com m enting  on  the  folly o f th e  civ
il war: “It is a h a rd  case, tha t there shou ld  be two factions to  troub le  the  com 
m onw ealth ... and  that their quarrels shou ld  be  only ab o u t op in ions, th a t is, 
abou t who has the m ost learning, as if  learn in g  should  be the  ru le  o f  gov
ern ing  all the w orld . ” 26

T he structure o f Behemoth, which H obbes outlines in  the Epistle D edica
tory, highlights this distinctive view o f the  English Civil War. Part I uncovers 
the underlying causes o f the rebellion, the  seditious “opinions in  divinity and  
politics” th a t arose from  the W estern trad ition  and  th a t were taugh t in the u n i
versities. Part II exposes the artifices o f  the rebels, namely, the techniques o f 
rhetoric an d  indoctrination that they used to co rru p t the m inds o f  the people 
and to incite them  against the king. Only in parts III and  IV does H obbes ac
tually narra te  the events o f the civil war from  1640 to 1660; here, his aim  is to 
show how legal opinions abou t taxation, the conscrip tion o f soldiers, an d  mil
itary strategy crippled  the king and  led to  a circular m ovem ent o f pow er -  
from  the S tuart m onarchy u n d er King Charles I to the Long P arliam ent and  
its “R um p,” to Cromwell and  his son, th en  back to the  “R um p” an d  the Long 
Parliam ent, and finally back to the S tuart m onarchy  u n d er Charles II. T he 
continuous message th roughou t the book is the devastating effect o f doctri
nal warfare and learned  folly on the exercise o f  sovereign power.

H obbes begins his account by identifying the  leaders o f  the  rebellion  
and  uncovering the historical origins o f  th e ir  seditious doctrines. T h e  fore
m ost leaders were the Presbyterian m inisters w ho m ain ta ined  th a t spiritual 
authorities may in tervene in politics to d efen d  the  faith  an d  th a t subjects may 
disobey the law if it violates their conscience. H obbes shows th a t this d octrine  
has ancien t roots, going back to the  b eg inn ing  o f  Christianity w hen the Pa
pacy crea ted  it in  o rd e r to conquer the  w orld by con tro lling  the  m inds o f 
princes and  people. T he strategy o f  the  clergy was to transform  C hristianity 
from  the ethical religion o f Jesus, w hich stressed actions an d  in ten tions, to  a 
dogm atic religion o f priests that stressed doctrines and  beliefs. By m aking 
“rightness o f  opinion [rather] than  o f action and  in ten tio n ” the test o f salva
tion, the clergy acquired  contro l over the m inds the people w hich surpassed 
the influence o f the state .27

215 Behemoth, p. 275.
27 Behemoth, p. 243.
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T h e key to  th e ir  co n tro l was developing the notion  o f  heresy, which 
H obbes claims was borrow ed  by the Christian clergy from  the A thenian 
schools o f ph ilosophy an d  transfo rm ed  from  a neutra l term  m eaning  “a p ri
vate o p in io n ” to  a term  o f condem nation  m eaning  w rong o r false opinion. 
H encefo rth , the  m ission o f  C hristian clergym en becam e the defense o f or
thodoxy an d  the  p u n ish m en t o f  heresy by the device o f  excom m unication. 
U sing the p re tex t o f  d efen d in g  orthodoxy, they in tervened in politics and 
su b o rd in a ted  em p ero rs and  princes. And by teaching the people that one is 
d am n ed  if “he die in a false op in ion  concern ing  the C hristian faith ,” they 
cap tu red  the  m inds o f the com m on p eop le . 28

As the Papacy grew, it developed o th er weapons besides excom m unica
tion to m ain tain  its ho ld  on  the  m inds o f people. In the 12th century, it de
veloped the  universities an d  an  o rd e r o f traveling preachers as instrum ents 
o f dom in atio n  w hich H obbes describes as the “second polity o f the Pope” -  
the m edieval phase  o f  the C hurch  which surpassed the early phase by “tu rn 
ing  relig ion in to  an  a r t.” It drew  upon  Aristotelian philosophy and Scripture 
to define C hristian o rthodoxy  and  developed disputation and  rhetoric  to de
fen d  it. T h e  Papacy also tra in ed  traveling preachers to dissem inate its aca
dem ic doctrine  to the  peop le, d irecting  their allegiance away from  their po
litical sovereigns an d  tow ard the  C hurch . 29

W hen the R eform ation  challenged  Catholic orthodoxy, this strategy for 
in tellectual dom in atio n  d id  n o t change; it m erely changed  hands. As the 
pow er o f  popes was b ro k en  in England, the bishops arrogated  to themselves 
the  rig h t to define  o rthodoxy an d  used the techniques o f  excom m unication, 
d ispu tation , an d  rh e to ric  to becom e the established C hurch  o f England. But 
the R eform ation also u n d erm in ed  the traditional strategy o f dom ination by 
doctrine . By transla ting  the Bible into the vulgate and allowing everyone to 
in te rp re t S crip tu re fo r him self, it p roduced  an explosion o f sectarianism  that 
was the  im m ediate  cause o f  the  English Civil War. For the  righ t o f the bish
ops o f  the C hurch  o f E ngland  to define orthodoxy was challenged by Pres
byterians who in tu rn  were challenged by a variety of in d ep en d en t sects who 
procla im ed  d irec t insp iration  in proclaim ing the word o f God. Meanwhile, 
the  King was u n ab le  to  settle the disputes because all the sectarians asserted 
the rig h t o f  the  clergy to stand  above the state and  to speak directly to the 
consciences o f  th e  people. As a result, no  power was capable o f  preventing 
the theological d isputes ab o u t C hristian orthodoxy from  degenerating  into 
sectarian  warfare.

28 Leviathan, ch. 46, p. 684.
29 Behemoth, p. 184.
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A fter uncovering the seditious op in ions in divinity, H obbes tu rns to the 
political and  legal opinions responsible fo r the civil war. For the rebellion  
was fom ented  by an alliance o f Presbyterian m inisters who re jected  the  o r
thodoxy o f  the established C hurch and  a g roup  o f  “dem ocratical g en tlem en ” 
who challenged the legitimacy o f m onarchy .30 T h e  gen tlem en  cham pioned  
the cause o f  the Long Parliam ent by accusing King Charles o f  tyrannical be
havior an d  declaring that dem ocracy o r republican ism  was the only ju s t  form  
o f governm ent. In uncovering the source o f  th e ir doctrine , H obbes shows 
tha t it d id  n o t arise spontaneously from  the political aren a  b u t was created  
by am bitious intellectuals for the p u rpose  o f  dom ination . Indeed , H obbes 
claims th a t the very idea o f d istinguishing ju s t an d  un just regim es (like the 
d istinction betw een orthodoxy and  heresy) was an  in tellectual invention  -  
the invention o f Socrates and o th er G reek ph ilosophers who sough t to di
m inish the  power o f kings and to d efen d  the republics o f th e ir times, while 
m aking themselves the arbiters o f justice.

N ot surprisingly, H obbes thinks th a t the  g en tlem en  who were ed u cated  
in classical literature at the universities fancied  them selves to be as wise and  
learned  as the philosophers o f old an d  to  possess a  title to  ru le  by v irtue o f 
their wisdom. As party leaders, they attacked  m onarchy  as an un just regim e 
an d  used  rheto ric  and  eloquence to  arouse the  an g er o f  the  com m on  p eo 
ple, who otherw ise were politically ind iffe ren t and  “w ould take any side for 
pay o r p lu n d e r . ” 31 By accusing the King o f  treason fo r subverting the laws o f  
the realm , the dem ocratical gen tlem en  tu rn ed  the  peop le  in to  dem ocratic  
partisans and  led them  in rebellion.

Allied with the radical republicans was a m ore  m odera te  g ro u p  o f edu 
cated gentlem en, the lawyers o f the  com m on law. W hile jo in in g  the opposi
tion to Charles, they were less in terested  in overthrow ing the King than  in 
lim iting royal prerogatives because th e ir doctrines were derived, n o t from  
classical literature and  its abstract principles o fjustice, b u t from  English com 
m on law an d  its notions o f custom ary p roced u re . U nlike the  dem ocratical 
gentlem en who sought absolute pow er for the Long Parliam ent, the lawyers 
were draw n prim arily from  the H ouse o f  Lords and  favored a sharing  o f  pow
er am ong King, Lords, and  Com m ons. They believed th a t E ngland was a 
“m ixed-m onarchy” by anc ien t trad ition  an d  tha t all pow er should  be lim ited 
by custom ary p rocedures .32

30 Behemoth, p. 192.
31 Behemoth, p. 166.
32 Behemoth, pp. 303-20.
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D espite the  m o d era tio n  o f the  lawyers, H obbes condem ns them  as 
harshly as the radical republicans. For their opposition to royal prerogatives 
an d  th e ir insistence o n  legal procedures destroyed the K ing’s capacity for 
self-defense. They o pposed  the K ing’s efforts to raise taxes and  conscript sol
diers w ithou t th e  co n sen t o f  parliam ent; and  as counselors to the King, they 
continuously  op p o sed  his drive for total victory in the civil war by urging 
truces an d  treaties, w hich “took  off the courage o f  the best and  forwardest of 
his so ld iers . ” 33 T h e ir  doctrines b linded  them  to the im peratives o f sovereign 
power, w hich requ ires ex traord inary  action in extrem e situations. As a result, 
the lawyers, who m erely  so u g h t to lim it prerogative, were as devastating in 
th e ir effects as the  Presbyterian m inisters who m ain tained  the supremacy of 
chu rch  over state an d  as the  dem ocratical gentlem en who challenged the le
gitim acy o f  m onarchy.

From  this overview o f Behemoth, we can see the essential features o f 
H o b b es’s critique o f  17th  cen tury  English society. T he structure o f authority 
was inheren tly  unstab le because it rested on claims o f authoritative wisdom 
by clergym en, g en tlem en  philosophers, and lawyers who were trained  in the 
universities. As educated  intellectuals or scholars, they claim ed to be wiser 
and  m ore  lea rn ed  th an  the political sovereign and  to be gu ided  by laws above 
the will o f  the  king. B ut they tu rn ed  o u t to be ineffective rulers because they 
could  n o t agree ab o u t w hich h ig h er law -  divine law, natural law, or com m on 
law — shou ld  be suprem e, an d  they had  no appreciation  for coercive power. 
M oreover, they fo u g h t am ong  themselves over whose in terp re ta tion  o f high
e r law was best. Driven by in tellectual vanity, each self-appointed wiseman 
sough t to acquire a following for his doctrine am ong the  com m on people 
and  to have it established by the  state as orthodoxy o r authoritative wisdom. 
At the sam e tim e, the  king was fatally w eakened by a division of sovereignty 
betw een state an d  ch u rch  or, m ore generally, betw een his own coercive pow
e r an d  the doctrines o f  in tellectual authorities. All o f  the sectarians, despite 
th e ir d isagreem ents, consp ired  to keep the political sovereign subordinated 
to h ig h er laws. This division was an  invitation to anarchy because the state re
m ained  d e p e n d e n t on  scholars who conspired against its sovereignty bu t who 
failed to agree am ongst them selves abou t which doctrine was supremely au
thoritative -  the  p ro b lem  o f doctrinal warfare. This problem  explains why 
King C harles was incapab le o f defend ing  him self and  o f preventing the in
tellectual disputes o f  the  universities from  erup ting  into the open  violence o f 
the English Civil War.

33 Behemoth, p. 307.
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Can The Enlightenm ent Save C ivilization ?

H obbes’s view o f the in h e re n t fragility an d  self-destructiveness o f  civi
lization expressed in  Behemoth and  o th e r h istorical writings usually puts in 
him  in the  cam p o f “realists” o r “pessim ists” ab o u t the h u m an  condition . 
Such labels are inaccurate, however, because H obbes thinks th a t the  historic 
failures o f  civilization can be overcom e th ro u g h  the process th a t la ter be
came know n as the  E n ligh tenm ent -  b ring ing  ligh t to the  kingdom  o f  dark
ness by re-educating the intellectual leaders an d  the  com m on p eop le  in a way 
that cures their irrational and  self-destructive behavior. Even in Behemoth, 
H obbes som etim es sounds surprisingly optim istic ab o u t a solution:

B: For aught I see, all the states of Christendom  will be subject to these
fits of rebellion, as long as the world lasteth.
A: Like enough; and yet the fa u lt ... may be easily m ended, by m ending
the Universities.34

T he apparently  simplicity o f  H o b b es’s a rg u m en t is th a t the civilizational 
problem  o f doctrinal warfare orig inating  in the  universities can be solved by 
a change in  the universities -  ridd ing  them  o f the  seditious doctrines and  
learned  folly tha t has destabilized W estern civilization and  17th cen tu ry  Eng
land. H obbes som etim es seems so optim istic ab o u t saving civilization 
through  re-education that he speaks o f  an  “everlasting” com m onw ealth  in 
Leviathan and  even o f “im m ortal peace” in  De Cive — a p e rm a n en t so lution to 
the fragility of civilization that anticipates la ter theories o f  “perp etu a l peace” 
(by K ant and  o th er m odern  p h ilo sophers ) . 35 This w ould constitu te a  new 
and  final stage o f civilization characterized  by lasting civil peace, freedom  
from  false doctrines, and  the enjoym ent o f  com m odious living.

W hen described in this fashion, H obbes sounds like a p h ilo so p h er o f  his
tory whose outline o f world history from  barbarism  th ro u g h  the several stages 
o f civilization (ancien t N ear Eastern, classical republican , C hristian m e
dieval, and  finally, m odern  en ligh tenm en t) is an  early version o f “progress.” 
O f course, H obbes’s vision lacks the  crucial e lem en t o f  inevitability th a t the 
later theorists o f progress (such as C on d o rce t o r H egel o r Fukuyam a) see in 
the m ovem ent o f history toward the  m o d ern  age. H obbes adm its an  e lem en t 
o f chance in  finding a king who will p u rge  an d  reform  the universities. But 
once the universities are properly  re fo rm ed , H obbes shares with o th e r

34 Behemoth, p. 252.
35 De Cive, Epistile Dedicatory; Leviathan, ch. 30, pp. 324-25.

5 4



T h e  F r a g i l i t y  o f  C i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  H o b b e s ’s  H i s t o r i c a l  W r i t i n g s

p h ilosophers o f the  E n lig h ten m en t the optimistic belief tha t m odern civi
lization will be  d iffe ren t from  past ages because it is based on  en lightened 
th ink ing  an d  the  prom ise o f transform ing hum an behavior. In o ther words, 
th e re  is an  “end-of-history” arg u m en t in H obbes’s hope for im m ortal peace: 
M odern  civilization will be  d iffe ren t from  all previous stages because the En
lig h ten m en t will free the  h u m an  m ind  from  the irrational doctrines o f the 
past . 36 How cou ld  H obbes believe that such an  historic change could occur? 
A nd, w hat is d iffe ren t ab o u t H obbes’s teaching that will prevent it from  be
com ing  o n e  m o re  “d o c trin e” in  the endless doctrinal conflicts th a t have 
destabilized civilization in  the  past?

For H obbes, the answ er turns on  the distinction betw een two m ental 
habits: the  o ld  h ab it o f  trusting  in authority  vs. the new hab it o f self-reliant 
th inking. T h e  trad itional m en ta l hab it is to trust in authoritative wisdom -  to 
trust in  in tellectual au thorities (such as priests, prophets, scholars, and  o th
er w isem en) w ho claim  privileged knowledge of h igher powers and who im
pose on  o thers in  the n am e o f orthodoxy. By contrast, the new and enlight
en ed  m ode rejects au thoritative wisdom as a form  o f dangerous pride -  as the 
frig h ten in g  illusion o f  self-righteous fanatics who believe that they alone are 
wise. In  re jecting  au thoritative wisdom, en ligh tened  th inking encourages a 
m ore dem ocratic  m ode o f  reason ing  that teaches people to think for them 
selves -  to form  th e ir own ju d g m en ts  using the evidence before them  ra ther 
deferrin g  to th e  wisdom  o f  authority. This will enable people to see their civ
il sovereign as an  artificial creation  o f their will ra ther than  as a ru ler sanc
tio n ed  by h ig h e r powers.

In  exp la in ing  H o b b es’s h o p e  for radical change, the g reat Hobbes schol
ar Leo Strauss has a rg u ed  th a t it all turns on the distinction between two ba
sic passions: vanity an d  fear. Vanity is the passion tha t inclines m en to believe 
in au thoritative wisdom -  to believe that they alone are wise, that they are 
self-appointed spokesm en fo r God or h igher powers, th a t they may impose 
th e ir doctrines o n  o thers because o f their superior wisdom. This is the pas
sion tha t has en d an g e red  civilization with religious fanaticism, sectarian dis
putes, and  doctrina l w arfare th ro u g h o u t history. By contrast, the fear o f vio
len t dea th  en ligh tens m en  ab o u t their mortality and  vulnerability and teach
es them  to be  wary o f subm itting  to self-appointed intellectual authorities.

36 S tephen Holm es misses this optimistic side of Hobbes in his reading of Behemoth; see 
for example his statem ent: “the hum an m ind will never be free of ... intoxicating doc
trines” (“In troduction” to Thom as Hobbes, Behemoth or The Long Parliament, Ferdinand 
Tönnies ed. [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990], p. ђ. In contrast, see David 
Johnston, The Rhetoric of Leviathan: Thomas Hobbes and the Politics of Cultural Transformation 
(Princeton: P rinceton University Press, 1986).
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H obbes thinks th a t history can be ch an g ed  if vanity is co u n te red  by fear — if 
m en can be  re-educated to feel a reasonab le fear o f  d ea th  an d  its positive d e
sire for self-preservation. M ankind will th en  arrive a t a new stage o f  civiliza
tion -  a stage characterized by security, prosperity, personal freedom , and  en 
lig h ten m en t (a stage tha t is often re fe rred  to, b o th  positively an d  negatively, 
as “bourgeois” civilization ) . 37

In attem pting  to com e to term s with H o b b es’s philosophy an d  to form  a 
ju d g m en t abou t its overall tru th  claims, we n eed  to  ask if H o b b es’s h o p e  fo r 
changing the course o f history toward an  en lig h ten ed  civilization o f  everlast
ing peace is a real possibility. If  it is n o t a real possibility, th en  a m ore  pes
simistic view o f history and  hum an  n a tu re  th an  H o b b es’s view is w arranted. 
Interestingly, this question is now a t th e  cen te r o f an  im p o rtan t debate  b e
tween Francis Fukuyam a and  Sam uel H u n tin g to n  ab o u t “the en d  o f  history” 
vs. “the clash o f civilizations.” T h e ir d eb a te  is illum inated  by o u r study be
cause it shows that the decisive issue betw een Fukuyam a and  H u n tin g to n  is 
the same issue raised by Hobbes: w hether o r n o t the  m o d ern  E n lig h ten m en t 
can save civilization by transform ing h u m an  behavior in a p e rm a n en t o r last
ing fashion, especially by bringing an en d  to the g reat ideological o r  doctri
nal conflicts o f civilization.

In  this debate, Fukuyama sides with H obbes and  the E n ligh tenm en t 
philosophers by arguing that the process o f  m odern ization  — com bining  m od
ern  natural science, capitalism, and  the d em and  fo r recognition o f  individual 
rights and  h um an  d ig n ity -h a s  created  the conditions for the lasting trium ph 
o f m odern  liberal dem ocracy over all o th e r ideologies. T he p roponen ts o f  this 
view th ink that the E nlightenm ent is capable o f chang ing  the w orld by b ring
ing about “the end  o f history” in which all o f  the g reat ideological o r doctri
nal wars o f the past are over .38 They are “optim ists” abou t historical progress.

By contrast, H unting ton  sides with the “pessimists” who question the pow
er of the E nligh tenm ent to change the world. H un ting ton  agrees with such 
thinkers as Edm und Burke, Friedrich Nietzsche, Oswald Spengler, Fyodor 
Dostoevsky, and  m any religious conservatives who argue th a t m an  is basically 
irrational in the sense o f being a religious anim al who will always bow down 
to authoritative wisdom. They also see m an  as a creature driven by a n eed  for 
nobility o r heroic struggles who will never be  co n ten t with a bourgeois life o f  
security, personal freedom , and  m aterialism . T he shock o f H u n tin g to n ’s Clash 
of Civlizations is precisely its challenge to the  naïve assum ptions o f  the  m odern

37 See Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis (Chicago: Uni
versity o f Chicago Press, 1936), especially chapters 2, 7, 8.

38 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and The Last Man  (New York: T he Free Press,
1992), especially chapters 5, 6, 19.
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E nligh tenm en t ab o u t historical progress and hum an nature. H untington re
asserts th e  pessimistic view th a t history is n o t progressive -  it has n o t really 
changed  n o r com e to an  en d  -  because the possibility o f doctrinal warfare 
over the  h ighest religious an d  philosophical truths will always exist and, in 
fact, will be  m ore likely to occur in the fu ture as ancient civilizational claims 
are reasserted  against m odern ity  by Islam, H induism , Confucianism, Chris
tianity, an d  o th e r cultures (as well as by sectarians and fundam entalists with
in those cu ltu res ) . 39

This debate  ab o u t th e  course o f civilization is difficult to resolve because 
th ere  is im pressive evidence on bo th  sides. O n the one side, the E nlighten
m en t has changed  history in the W est by help ing  to overcom e the terrible re
ligious wars o f  th e  past an d  by giving Am ericans and Europeans some o f the 
blessings o f freedom  an d  prosperity  while spreading this prom ise to o ther 
parts o f  the world. M oreover, the E n ligh tenm en t’s m ost powerful agent, 
m o d ern  n a tu ra l science, is a universal force tha t challenges o r subverts tra
d itional no tions o f  authoritative wisdom wherever it is perm itted  to go.

O n  the o th er side, the E nligh tenm ent itself quickly becam e a new kind of 
secular religion th a t p ro d u ced  new doctrinal wars -  such as the ideological 
wars o f  the  F rench  Revolution and  the Russian Revolution which m ade the 
tyranny an d  slaugh ter o f  the religious wars look relatively m ild by com parison 
to the  totalitarian state and  its systematic m urder o f millions in the nam e of 
abstract justice and  u top ian  dream s. T he E nlightenm ent has also produced 
reactions in the m o d ern  world by religious fundam entalists who reject bour
geois m odern ity  for its secularism  and  materialism. As I see it, the experience 
o f Jacobinism , com m unism , fascism, and religious fundam entalism  indicates 
th a t the optim ism  o f  the m o d ern  E nlightenm ent about changing m an ’s irra
tional behavior was naïve because m en will continue to seek an ultim ate faith 
th rough  authoritative wisdom an d  will no t be afraid to die for the sake o f the 
fu tu re o r the afterlife (as the twisted religiosity o f the suicide bom bers and re
ligious terrorists so clearly dem onstrates). Hobbes was therefore wrong to 
th ink  th a t the desire for self-preservation based on the fear o f violent death 
could  becom e the u ltim ate concern  o f en lightened hum anity. W hat funda
m entalists prove (to th e  shock and  awe of enlightened W estern intellectuals) 
is th a t the u ltim ate fear is n o t the fear o f violent death b u t the fear of the loss 
o f m ean ing  in  a secularized world o f soulless materialism or the fear of the 
degradation  o f  life in  a H obbesian-bourgeois civilization where people have 
no  h ig h er purpose than  m aterial com fort and  personal freedom .

39 Samuel P. H untington, The Clash of Civilizations and The Remaking of World Order (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), especially chapters 2-4.

5 7



R o b e r t  K r a y n a k

Ju d g in g  from  these observations, I w ould draw  the  following conclusions 
about the course o f world history. O f the two views o f  civilization -  the trad i
tional one based on authoritative wisdom vs. the  m o d ern  one  based  on  en 
ligh tenm ent -  the en ligh tened  view has the  u p p e r  h an d  a t this m o m en t in 
history. T h e  m odern  West, led by A m erica, is curren tly  the  d o m in an t force 
in the world and will rem ain  so for a t least an o th e r generation . But it is naïve 
to think th a t the E n ligh tenm en t’s version o f skeptical rationalism  and  dog
matic m aterialism  is m ore powerful th an  the appeal o f  au thoritative wisdom 
in the long  run. T h e  trium phs o f the  m o d ern  E n lig h ten m en t have always 
been insecure (as I n o ted  above in  p o in tin g  to the rise o f  to talitarianism  in 
the 2 0 th  century and  o f religious fundam entalism  in the 2 1 st cen tury  an d  as 
is fu rth e r ind icated  by the en tren ch m en t o f post-m odern  irrationalism  in to
day’s universities). M oreover, even th o u g h  the  trad itional view o f  history is 
m ore pessimistic abou t the stability o f civilization, it possesses a m ore  e n d u r
ing and, in a way, m ore noble vision o f  m an  th a t will never die out. A ccord
ing to the traditional view, m an is a religious anim al who bows dow n to au
thoritative wisdom because the deepest longings o f  the h u m an  soul are for 
im m ortality and eternity  and  these longings will never be satisfied with skep
tical reason or the one-dim ensional reality o f  bourgeois happiness. O f 
course, the possibilities for perverting the  trad itional view by using it as a p re 
text for doctrinal warfare and  terrorism  are frigh ten ing  (though  n o t as 
frightening, as I n o ted  above, as the perversions o f  secular political ideolo
gies growing ou t o f the E n ligh tenm ent).

I w ould conclude, therefore, th a t H u n tin g to n ’s “clash o f  civilizations” 
thesis is m ore convincing and bracing  than  H o b b es’s “en lig h ten m en t” and  
Fukuyam a’s “end-of-history” thesis. T h e  fragility o f  civilization is a p rob lem  
that will never be overcom e by som e new  historical force. We will simply have 
to rely on  our courage and  p ru d en ce  to d efen d  civilization as best we can, 
while rem em bering  that the pessimistic view o f history actually upho lds a 
higher and  m ore noble view o f m an  th an  the  en lig h ten m en t view. This 
awareness will be no small com fort as we face the  p erenn ial th reats and  chal
lenges to civilization.
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