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NEITHER BEHEMOTH NOR LEVIATHAN: 
EXPLAINING HOBBES’S ILLIBERAL POLITICS

W illiam L und

I. In troduction

Scholars have o ften  fo u n d  H obbes’s Behemoth som ewhat puzzling and  less 
w orthy o f close a tten tio n  th an  his m ore philosophical works. After all, he de­
scribes th e  bo o k  as a history re la ting  “the actions” o f English politics between 
1640 an d  1660 to “th e ir causes, pretensions, justice, o rder, artifice, and 
event . ” 1 T h e  p ro b lem  stem s from  his general view tha t history was neither 
epistem ologically n o r  m orally sound  when com pared  with philosophical de­
ductions. A fter publish ing  his translation o f Thucydides in 1629, he had  re­
je c te d  the h um an ist ideal o f  relying on using history to guide cu rren t behav­
ior, and  by 1640 was argu ing  th a t “Experience concludeth  no th ing  univer­
sally” an d  th a t know ledge o f  p rio r events canno t tell us w hether “anything is 
to  be called ju s t o r  unjust, tru e  o r false.” These doubts abou t history’s utility 
a re  rep ea ted  in  his la te r works, including  even Behemoth, w here he argues that 
h istorical records provide m ere  “exam ples o f fact” and  th a t it is impossible 
“to  derive from  th em  any a rg u m en t o f righ t . ” 2

O n the  o th e r  h an d , H obbes also suggests that his history m ight keep 
alive the  “m em ory” o f  the  frigh ten ing  events o f the Civil W ar and  In terreg­
n u m  in a way th a t w ould be m ost “instructive towards loyalty and justice.” He 
in tends Behemoth to  be an  anti-Leviathan, and  his history serves as a realistic 
analogue o f  the  hypothetical state o f natu re  and  the dangers entailed  in the

1 Thom as Hobbes, Behemoth or the Long Parliament, ed. Ferdinand Tonnies (Chicago: 
University o f Chicago Press, 1990), p. 1.

2 Thom as Hobbes, The Elements of Law: Natural and Politic, ed. J.C.A. Gaskin (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), pp. 33-34, and Hobbes, Behemoth, p. 76; see also Thomas 
Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. C.B. Macphersori (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), p. 261.
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absence o f clear au thority .3 His story o f th e  Civil W ar is m ean t to  provide a 
vivid and  rhetorically powerful illustration o f  his earlier ph ilosophical cri­
tiques o f private ju d g m en t, divided o r lim ited  sovereignty, and  legal limits on 
public authority. Thus we m ight ask if  the “m em ory” provided by the  Behe­
moth is still useful in o u r very d iffe ren t world, and  if we take H obbes to  be  fo­
cusing on  the power and  authority  o f  sovereign states, th ere  is a p rim a facie 
case for th inking  tha t his history m ust still be instructive. After all, it is wide­
ly argued  th a t the nation-state is th rea ten ed  b o th  from  above an d  below. 
Globalization and  supra-national alignm ents th rea ten  the ability o f  nations 
to m anage their own econom ies an d  preserve th e ir distinctive cultures, while 
sim ultaneously and  m ore im portantly  from  a H obbesian  perspective, sub­
state tribalism and  “identity” politics lead to secessionist m ovem ents o r calls 
for “difference”-based exem ptions from  various laws.

H obbes’s philosophy and  the history h e  narra tes in Behemoth d o  provide 
good reasons fo r resisting the  anarch ic  po ten tia l o f  the  la tte r claim s .4 O n  
the o th er hand , his prescriptions fo r overcom ing  anarchy  seem  insufficien t 
to o u r needs. Simply put, while n e ith e r  a Tory n o r  a com m u n ita rian  an ti­
liberal, h e  is still insufficiently liberal, th e  consequences o f  w hich include 
too m uch room  for generally applicable laws and  too  few constra in ts on 
public authority. H obbes’s re la tionsh ip  to liberalism  is, o f  course, an  old 
and  com plicated  question: conservative an d  radical critics o f  liberalism  trea t 
h im  as a classic exam ple o f all th a t is w rong with th a t trad ition  an d  liberals 
respond  th a t it is foolish to trea t a p ro to typical absolutist as a libera l . 5 O th ­
ers offer a  m ore  qualified view in  w hich his focus on  state au tho rity  is co u n ­
tered  by philosophical com m itm ents th a t em phasize the  goodness o f  in d i­
vidual desire satisfaction so that, “w ithou t b e in g  h im self a liberal, h e  had  in

3 Hobbes, Behemoth, “Epistle Dedicatory.” See Stephen Holmes, “In troduction” to H ob­
bes, Behemoth, p. ix, with n. 5, on the role o f the Biblical Behem oth as a symbol o f the “re­
bellion and civil war” that could only be corrected by the creation of a Leviathan.

4 Recent critics of limiting public authority in the nam e of difference and private ju d g e­
m ent include Stephen Macedo, Diversity and Distrust: Civic Education in a Multicultural So­
ciety (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000) and Brian Barry, Culture and Equality: An  
Egalitarian Critique of Multiculturalism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001). Nei­
ther, of course, endorses Hobbes’s suggested solutions.

5 Classic attempts to associate Hobbes with liberalism include Leo Strauss, Natural Right 
and History (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1953) and C.B. M acpherson, The Polit­
ical Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1977). Contemporary liberals reflect Thomas N agel’s view, cited in Peter Berkowitz, Virtue 
and the Making of Modem Liberalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), p. 199, 
n. 3, that describing Hobbes as a liberal indicates “a very poor grasp o f the fundam entals 
of political theory.”
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him  m o re  o f  the  ph ilosophy  o f  liberalism  than  m ost o f  its professed de­
fen d e rs . ” 6

O n the o th e r hand , an d  as I want to emphasize, those philosophical 
com m itm ents are Janus-faced an d  ultim ately entail slam m ing the door on 
m ore liberal prescrip tions. Specifically, I argue that his m etaethical volun­
tarism , his determ in istic  an d  m aterialistic denials o f free will and an incor­
poreal soul, an d  his concep tion  o f citizens as p u re  subjects all lead him  to re­
je c t  core tenets o f  liberalism . W ithou t hop ing  for a necessary and sufficient 
defin ition  o f liberalism , we can stipulate a few ideals that are widely shared 
in th a t p ro tean  trad ition . As H olm es argues, while H obbes’s “psychological 
p resuppositions” -  nam ely th a t we are “compulsive and im pulsive” creatures 
in n ee d  o f  the  tam ing  prescrip tions o f rational self-interest -  do foreshadow 
liberalism , h e  ca n n o t be a liberal because he lacks “an appreciation o f hu ­
m an dignity, individual an d  cultural diversity, and  political dem ocracy...” 
M oreover, he rejects the typical liberal dem and that public decisions should 
be “tran sp a ren t” so th a t citizens can evaluate “the reasons for the basic dis­
trib u tio n  o f w ealth, pow er, authority , and  freedom .”' Thus, H obbes’s Behe­
moth an d  the  philosophical prescriptions it reflects are insufficient because 
they allow for o p aq u e  public rules. They also deny that such rules should ac­
cept, if n o t celebrate  in M adisonian or Millian fashion, ethical and religious 
diversity, shou ld  p ro tec t the  dignity o f the individual, and  should rely on 
dem ocratic  practices fo r achieving those ideals.

II. Voluntarism , Opacity, a n d  the Fear o f Diversity

H o b b es’s m etaphysics and  his m etaethical voluntarism  underm ine the 
ideals o f  public transparency  an d  the acceptance o f diversity. He begins from 
the  prem ise th a t the  ind iv idual’s opinions and beliefs are naturally diverse 
and  opaque . Since th e re  are n o  innate ideas, m ental life is ju s t the sensory 
experience o f ex terna l m atte r th a t itself lacks any intelligible essence, and 
these sensory experiences will be quite various. Thus, while th a t which is per­
ceived may be “the  sam e; yet the  diversity o f ou r reception o f it, in respect of

6 Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics and Other Essays (Indianapolis: Liberty Press, 
1991), p. 283; see also R ichard Flathm an, Thomas Hobbes: Skepticism, Individuality and Chas­
tened Politics (Newbury Park, Ca: Sage Publications, 1993).

7 S tephen Holmes, Passions and Constraint: On the Theory of Liberal Democracy (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1995), pp. 3-4, and on the liberal ideal of “transparency,” see 
Jerem y W aldron, Liberal Rights: Collected Papers 1981-1991 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni­
versity Press, 1993), p. 58.
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differen t constitutions o f body, an d  prejudices o f  op in ion , gives everything a 
tincture o f ou r d ifferen t passions.” Em phasizing the  dangers posed by this di­
versity an d  assum ing tha t actions stem  from  “O pin ions; an d  in the well gov­
ern ing  o f O pinions, consisteth the  well governing o f  m ens A ctions,” he  con ­
cludes th a t a p ro p e r sovereign m ust have arb itrary  con tro l over “w hat O p in ­
ions and  D octrines are averse, and  w hat conduc ing  to P eace . ” 8

P rior theorists had  relied  on the  capacity fo r reason an d  speech to p o in t 
us beyond such opaqueness, b u t fo r H obbes, the  prom ise o f logos had  been  
dram atically oversold. Reason allows us to add  and  sub tract nam es in to  
causal propositions, which with p ro p e r defin itions an d  deductions can yield 
some certainties, b u t it canno t com pletely transcend  the arb itrary  n a tu re  o f 
its m atter. T he problem  is especially acu te w hen we consider the  use o f  typi­
cal ethical concepts. In  considering actions o r policies th a t “please an d  dis­
please us,” hopes for transparency vanish in  the  face o f  “inconstant significa­
tion” following from  the “natu re , disposition, an d  in terest o f  the speaker.” 
Famously then , H obbes roots the “V ertues, an d  Vices,” and  th e  use o f term s 
like “G ood, Evill, and  C ontem ptib le” in  the  desires and  will o f  individuals. 
Given this voluntarism , “such nam es can  never be true  grounds o f  any ra tio ­
cination” because they are always relative “to the  person  th a t useth  them : 
T here  being  n o th in g  simply and  absolutely so; n o r  any com m on Rule of 
Good and  Evill” in the na tu re  o f  sensed objects .9

In thus underm in ing  ideals o f  an  objective an d  teleological “Summum  
Bonum" th a t had  justified  pre-liberal perfection ism s , 10 H obbes creates an 
open ing  to m ore m odest views o f the purpose o f  politics an d  the acceptance 
o f pluralistic conceptions o f the good. However, the  radical n a tu re  o f his 
skepticism bars him  from  following th ro u g h  on  this liberal move. Since n a­
ture is a  norm ative void an d  reason  is m erely  instrum ental, m oral a rg u m en t 
canno t be  a search for transparency regard ing  things th a t are in d ep en d e n t 
o f the will. Instead, if  “H aeresie” is ju s t  an  op in ion  th o u g h t to  be obnoxious

8 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 233, 109; see also Thom as Hobbes, De Homine, trans. Charles 
Wood, T.S.K. Scott-Craig, and Bernard G ert in M an and Citizen, ed. Bernard G ert (Garden 
City, N.Y.: Anchor Books, 1972), p. 63. Flathm an, Thomas Hobbes, p. 5, emphasizes 
Hobbes’s portrait o f the “abyss of self- and m utual unintelligibility.”

9 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 109-10, 120; see also, Hobbes, De Homine, p. 47, and Hobbes, 
Behemoth, 45.

10 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 160. For efforts to roo t H obbes’s skepticism in the contexts of, 
respectively, medieval nominalism and voluntarism, the “rhetorical culture of Renais­
sance hum anism ,” and sixteenth century skepticism, see Oakeshott, Rationalism In Politics, 
esp. pp. 237-38, Quentin Skinner, Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes (Cam­
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 3, and Richard Tuck, “In troduction” to 
Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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an d  “Tyranny” is simply m onarchy  “m isliked,” then  such prescriptive lan­
guage is really a im ed  a t m an ipu la ting  others to accept an d  act on o u r evalu­
ations. T racking  the  tru th  o f  such evaluations is baseless, and  “PERSUA­
SIO N ” is typically less ab o u t help in g  those being criticized than  an effort “at 
getting  op in io n  from  passion” in  o rder to fu rth e r the  speaker’s purposes . 11

If  widely u n d ers to o d , these facts m ight yield the conclusion that reli­
gious an d  eth ical disputes are n o t real disagreem ents: if I truly rep o rt that X 
is good  accord ing  to my desires and  you truly rep o rt th a t you regard X as 
bad, th en  th e re  is n o  real conflict or inconsistency. For H obbes, however, 
m ost peop le  cling to the  m istaken belief tha t ethical term s do refer to an ex­
terna l w orld, allowing them  to rationalize m anipulations as efforts to uncov­
e r the  tru th . As T uck argues, H obbes thinks language “takes on a false real­
ism ” because it repo rts  the  illusion that the “wholly subjective experience” of 
“vision” is o f  an  in d e p e n d e n t reality . 12 Com bining this illusion with the gen­
eral inclination  to  p u rsue power, including especially the “H o n o u r” that 
H obbes defines as “to agree with in op in io n , ” 13 ethical and  religious differ­
ences m ust inevitably tu rn  in to  in term inable and desperate battles. While 
som e m igh t naturally  be  “a t ease within m odest bounds” and  simply agree to 
d isagree, th e  em pirical incidence o f such persons is low, and  even they m ust 
act to  coerce an d  m an ipu la te  o u t o f “A nticipation” with regard  to their m a­
terial and  norm ative in terests . 14 Thus, while M ilton m ight “rejoyce at” diver­
sity an d  h o p e  th a t “generous p rudence , a little forebearance o f one another, 
and  som  grain  o f  charity” w ould allow “bro therly” relations am ong disagree­
ing parties , 15 H obbes sees no  possibility o f simply living with religious and 
ethical diversity.

Claims for liberty o f  “conscience” and  “actions” regard ing  “transcendent 
in terests” in  religion, ju stice , an d  legitimacy m ust fo u n d er because individu­
als will n o t stop there . Instead, they inevitably seek to im pose their ju d g ­
m ents, inevitably w ant n o t ju s t  liberty o f  action, bu t also “a fa rther liberty of 
persuad ing  o thers to th e ir opinions; n o r that only for every m an desireth, 
th a t the  sovereign au thority  should  adm it no  o th e r opinions to be m ain­

11 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 165, 240, and Hobbes, Elements of Law, p. 76. See Flathman, 
Thomas Hobbes, p. 68, n. 16, celebrating Hobbes’s opposition to moralizing “shame” cul­
tures.

12 Richard Tuck, “H obbes’s Moral Philosophy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hobbes, 
ed. Tom  Sorell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 181.

13 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 153.
14 Ibid., pp. 184-85.
15 lohn  Milton, Areopaeitica and Other Political Writings of John Milton (Indianapolis: Lib­

erty Fund, 1999), p. 41.
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tained  b u t such as h e  him self h o ld e th . ” 16 In  Behemoth, h e  argues th a t such de­
sires were a central cause o f the civil war an d  casts blam e widely. However, 
w hether Catholics, Independen ts, o r those who h a ted  m onarchy, they all 
aban d o n ed  their in terest in self-preservation an d  peaceful coexistence in the 
nam e o f getting  o thers to believe as they did. In  this, they m irro red  H o b b es’s 
problem  with Presbyterians: “To believe in  C hrist is n o th in g  with them , u n ­
less you believe as they bid  you. Charity is n o th in g  with them , unless it be 
charity an d  liberality to them , and  partak ing  with them  in fac tion . ” 17

Thus H obbes’s extrem e voluntarism  an d  his em phasis on the  prideful 
character o f m oral argum ent lead h im  to conclude th a t a sound  politics m ust 
annul norm ative diversity and  its ru inous consequences. T he solution re­
quires giving an artificial sovereign the authority  to settle prescriptive m ean­
ings. Since there m ust be “a com m on m easure,” and  since “righ t reason is n o t 
existent, the reason o f som e m an, o r m en , m ust supply the  place th e reo f . . . ” 18 

In rejecting the ethical realism o f Plato an d  Aristotle, H obbes rejects the idea 
that norm ative conflict can be resolved by discoveries regard ing  an external 
world, b u t he  m irrors their belief tha t practical reason and  the correc t m eans 
o f calculation can yield monistic unity . 10 His own “science” o f  ethics, u n d e r­
stood as the study o f m an as a body in “NATURAL PHILOSOPHY,” seeks to 
explain opinions o f righ t and  wrong as deductions from  external an d  in ternal 
m otion. From  this starting point, the synthetic m eth o d  explains ju s t why there 
is irresolvable norm ative diversity, ju s t why in taking “m en insofar as they are 
m en ,” th ere  will naturally be ‘“Many m en , m any d iffe ren t rules for vice and  
virtue.’” However, since we can act creatively on  natu re , th ere  are also artifi­
cial bodies such as the state, the study o f  w hich is “POLITIQUES, and  CIVTLL 
PHILOSOPHY.” W ith this, even those w ithout m etaphysical knowledge can 
work backwards by analyzing their experience with norm ative diversity to con­
clude with the n eed  for a sovereign. E ither way, ethical an d  political “science” 
dem onstrates tha t natural diversity can and  o u g h t to be transcended , that 
what is true o f natural persons is n o t tru e  o f “citizens” who are “obliged” to 
follow a sovereign’s “com m on standard  fo r virtues an d  vices . ” 20

16. Hobbes, Elements of Law, p. 154; on the role o f “transcendent interests” in H obbes’s 
political philosophy, see S. A. Lloyd, Ideals as Interests in Hobbes’s “L ev ia th a n T h e  Power of 
Mind Over Matter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 40, 44, 271.

17 Hobbes, Behemoth, pp. 16, 57.
18 Hobbes, Elements of Law, pp. 180-81.
19 Lloyd, Ideals As Interests, pp. 278-9; see also David Johnston, “Plato, Hobbes, and the 

Science o f Practical Reasoning,” and Sheldon Wolin, “H obbes and the Culture of Despo­
tism,” both in Thomas Hobbes and Political Theory, ed. Mary Dietz (Lawrence, Ks.: Universi­
ty Press o f Kansas, 1990).

20 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 149, and Hobbes, De Homine, pp. 68-69.
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A cting on this know ledge requires acknowledging the in h e ren t dangers 
o f p ride  an d  diversity an d  recognizing the non-relativistic goodness o f the de­
sire to stay alive. For H obbes, every m an “shuns w hat is evil, bu t chiefly the 
chiefest o f  n a tu ra l evils, which is d ea th . ” 21 As Holm es emphasizes, Hobbes is 
well aware th a t various beliefs have led m en to ignore this in the nam e o f re­
ligious m artyrdom , the risks o f  dueling, and  o th er im p ru d en t behavior. How­
ever, even the  im p ru d en t recognize tha t o th ers’ desires to stay alive are 
blam eless. Since “necessity o f  n a tu re” leads m en to avoid death , “it is no t 
against reason  th a t a m an  does all he can to preserve his own body and 
lim bs... A nd th a t w hich is n o t against reason, m en call RIGHT, or jus." This 
n a tu ra l rig h t to preserve onese lf entails a correlative righ t to the m eans to 
th a t en d  and , thus, it  is also rig h t “for a m an, to ... do whatsoever action is 
necessary fo r the preservation  o f his body . ” 22

Since hum ans are free and  equal, no  one can legitim ately claim any nat­
ural m oral o r  political authority . Thus in “m eer N ature” self preservation 
hangs on  individual ju d g m en ts  and  “every private man is Judge of Good and Evill 
actions."-3 W hen desire-based judgm en ts com e into conflict, m en can neither 
ignore  them  n o r assum e th a t th ere  is som e rational tru th  o f the m atter. Re­
solving such conflicts by violence and  coercion is n o t by natu re  morally 
w rong, b u t fighting it o u t is risky. Thus, in bo th  hypothetical states of nature 
an d  countries m arred  by excessive private ju d g m en t, the solution is to un ­
d erstan d  th a t peace an d  o rd e r are impossible unless this righ t is abandoned. 
W hen “n o  one  m ans Reason, n o r the Reason o f any one n u m b er o f m en ” can 
provide certain ty  an d  ag reem en t, “the parties m ust by th e ir own accord, set 
u p  for rig h t Reason th e  Reason o f  some A rbitrator, or Ju d g e , to whose sen­
tence they will b o th  stan d .” T he problem s o f  norm ative diversity can be 
solved, th en , only if individuals prescind from  such conflicts, a move which 
liberals have typically suggested requires public neutrality in o rder to let in­
dividuals resolve such questions for themselves. Hobbes, however, requires 
subjects to ab an d o n  totally the  righ t o f private ju d g m en t an d  act as if they 
h ad  said with o thers, I “give up my Right of Governing my selfe, to this Man, or to 
this Assembly o f men,” so a sovereign can “reduce all their Wills, by plurality o f 
voices, u n to  one  W ill. ” 24

Diversity can  th en  only be overcom e by annulling  it and  filling ethical

21 Thom as Hobbes, De Cive, in Man and Citizen, p. 115.
22 Hobbes, Elements o f Law, pp. 78-79. Holmes, Passions and Constraint, ch. 3, emphasizes 

the ex ten t to which H obbes treats self-interest as a prescriptive fix for hum an irrationali­
ty rather than an em pirical generalization regarding hum an motivation.

23 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 365.
24 Ibid., pp. I l l ,  227.
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space with “o n e  Will,” that is, the sovereign’s com m ands. W hile subjects 
covenant away their righ t o f private ju d g m en t, th e  sovereign retains this nat­
ural rig h t to ju d g e  an d  use all available powers to preserve its au thority  and  
subjects’ lives. Sovereign power m ust be “no  less ab so lu te ...th an  before com ­
m onw ealth every m an was absolute in  h im self to do, o r n o t to do, w hat he 
tho u g h t good .” Famously then , H o b b es’s sovereign is given au tho rity  th a t is 
irrevocable, indivisible, and  (nearly) absolute regard ing  questions o î ilPropri­
ety," “Lawes o f H o n o u r,” and  “what O pin ions an d  D octrines are averse, and  
what conducing  to Peace,” including  the  pow er to  prescribe w hat can be ex­
pressed o r published. This pow er ex tends to questions o f  faith: since “both  
State, and  C hurch  are the  same m en ,” th e  sovereign’s ju d g m e n t m ust cover 
“all causes, as well Ecclesiasticall, as Civili. ” 25 M oreover, since average citizens 
get their political opinions from  “th e ir im m ediate  leaders,” his sovereign al­
so has the power to reform  university curricu lum  so th a t “lasting peace” may 
em erge as com m oners are taught “a love o f obed ience by p reachers an d  gen ­
tlem en th a t im bibe good principles in  th e ir youth  at the U niversities . ” 26

In suggesting that we can overcom e norm ative diversity by the creation 
of, and the creations of, an absolute and  unitary  will, H obbes relies on  a nu m ­
b er o f dubious mid-level argum ents. T h ere  is slippery slope pessimism: “di­
versity o f  o p in ion” m ust yield “disputation, b reach  o f charity, d isobedience, 
and  a t last rebellion ,” and  any efforts a t lim iting o r dividing sovereign pow er 
m ust also end  in  war .27 Alternatively, th ere  are  absurdly optim istic claims 
about the coincidence o f interests betw een sovereigns and  subjects and  abou t 
the coincidence o f tru th  and  peace, in  w hich “D octrine re p u g n an t to  Peace, 
can no m ore  be T rue, than  Peace and  C oncord  can be against the Law o f Na­
tu re . ” 28 T he latter view may be a rhetorical gam bit since h e  acknowledges else­
where th a t there are truths that are n o t “fit to be p reach ed , ” 29 b u t his m ost 
general tru th  is th a t peace and  its requisite uniform ity o f belief are overriding 
goods.

H obbes qualifies his absolutism in ways tha t o thers have em phasized in 
o rder to liberalize his doctrine. To begin with, no  m an can covenant away the 
righ t o f self-defense o r the righ t n o t to  incrim inate  himself. M oreover, o n e ’s 
right o f private ju d g m en t covers only issues touch ing  “the preservation o f his

25 Hobbes, Elements of Law, p. 114, and Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 233-35, 575-76.
26 Hobbes, Behemoth, pp. 39, 59.
"7 Hobbes, Behemoth, p. 52, and Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 367-68.
"8 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 388, 233; see also Hobbes, Behemoth, p. 96.
29 Hobbes and Bramhall on Liberty and Necessity, ed. Vere Chappell (Cambridge: Cam­

bridge University Press, 1999), p. 24; see also Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 703, on the sovereign’s 
authority to punish even those who teach “true Philosophy.”
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own N atu re ,” which may allow diversity on less fundam ental questions .30 

M oreover, a p ru d e n t H obbesian  sovereign will require obedience only in lim­
ited  areas, leaving subjects free in  “those things, w hich ...the Soveraign hath 
p rae te rm itted ,” and  the  sovereign’s laws can be evaluated in term s o f w hether 
they are “Needfull, fo r the  Good of the People, and withall Perspicuous, ” 31 Finally, 
he  appears to qualify his absolutism  by arguing that faith and  beliefs are in­
d ep e n d en t o f “C om pulsion, o r C om m andem ent” so sovereigns may regulate 
ex ternal actions b u t “can n o t oblige m en to beleeve.” This linkage o f inner 
conviction and  faith allows h im  at least once to suggest that religious tolera­
tion m ight be the best policy. In  Leviathan, he argues that Englishm en in 1650 
had  been  “red u ced  to the Independency  o f the Primitive Christians.” If “with­
o u t co n ten tio n ,” this in d ep en d en ce  is “perhaps the best” because there 
should  be “no  Power over the  Consciences o f m en, bu t o f the W ord itselfe . . . ” 32 

O n the  o th e r h an d , H obbes d ro p p ed  the praise o f independence  from 
the Latin translation  o f  Leviathan, and  its earlier inclusion may have had  to 
do m ore with intra-royalist disputes than any princip led  opposition  to public 
con tro l o f  re lig io n . 33 M oreover, except for the righ t to resist overt attem pts 
on  o n e ’s life, n o n e  o f his o th e r qualifications yields m ore than  con tingen t 
room  for diversity. N atural m en  may give up  the righ t to ju d g e  only m atters 
re la ting  to peace, b u t th e  sovereign still decides what those m atters are. Re­
ligious to lera tion  may be “best,” b u t only if “w ithout con ten tio n ,” and  who 
b u t the  sovereign will m ake th a t judgm ent? H obbes’s skepticism and  his de­
nial th a t beliefs can be com pelled  do h in t at liberal ideals by underm in ing  
m ore  absolutist o r  perfection ist claims for uniform ity ,34 b u t his overriding 
fear o f  diversity requ ires a sovereign who can arbitrarily regulate and  censor. 
T h e re  are pragm atic limits to this: in general, suppressing ideas “does bu t 
u n ite  and  exaspera te” tru e  believers, a problem  he illustrates by tracing the 
Civil W ar to efforts a t “im posing on the S cots...our book o f Com mon-

30 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 268-69, 189. Richard Tuck, “Hobbes and Locke on Tolera­
tion,” in Thomas Hobbes and Political Theory, p. 165, emphasizes the potential limits on sov­
ereign authority in the lim ited scope o f m an’s natural right; for a challenge to any such 
liberalizing interpretations, see Charles Tarlton, “The Despotical Doctrine of Hobbes, 
Part I: The Liberalization of Leviathan," and Tarlton, “The Despotical Doctrine of Hobbes, 
Part II: Aspects o f the Textual Substructure of Tyranny in Leviathan," History of Political 
Thought 32-33 (W inter 2001/Spring 2002): 587-618, 61-89.

31 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 264, 388.
32 Ibid., pp. 526, 591, 711.
33 See, e.g., Tuck, “Hobbes and Locke on Toleration,” p. 164, and Johann  Sommerville, 

“Lofty Science and  Local Politics,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hobbes.
34 See, e.g., R ichard Tuck, “Scepticism and Toleration in the Seventeenth Century,” 

and Alan Ryan, “A M ore T oleran t Hobbes?” both in Justifying Toleration: Conceptual and 
Historical Perspectives, ed. Susan Mendus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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prayer . ” 35 However, the same skepticism th a t denies a p rincip led  case fo r p e r­
fectionist uniform ity underm ines any p rin c ip led  case fo r to lera tion , and  
H obbes is simply incapable o f accepting, le t a lone celebrating, the  religious 
and  ethical diversity tha t m arks o u r con tem porary  scene.

III. Hobbes a n d  the D enial o f In d iv id u a l D ignity

H obbes’s solution to the problem s o f diversity assum es th a t individuals 
are ra tional enough  to transform  th e ir na tu ra l cond ition  in to  a peaceful ar­
tifice. However, in jo in tly  creating a sovereign an d  self-generated obligations 
to obey, they alienate their fu ture freedom  an d  creativity by becom ing artifi­
cially b o u n d  subjects. A “com m on R ep resen ter” requires “A uthority  w ithout 
stint,” and  since each individual “is A u th o r o f  all the Soveraigne d o th ,” n o n e  
can com plain ab o u t sovereigns do ing  injustice o r injury w ithout self-contra­
diction. Famously, the sovereign has no  analogous obligation to  stick to his 
own self-willed rules since he may arbitrarily  “free him selfe from  th a t subjec­
tion, by repealing  those Lawes tha t troub le  him , and  m aking o f new . ” 36 Thus, 
“A uthority w ithout stin t” rests on a fundam en tal inequality  in  w hich one  and  
only one agent is free to ju d g e  h e r own case. M oreover, since subjects aban ­
don  th e ir righ t o f  private ju d g m en t, the sovereign is free to prescribe o r p ro ­
scribe bo th  other- and  purely self-regarding preferences on  topics o f funda­
m ental in terest to the individual. T hese aspects o f  H obbes’s theory  violate 
the in h e re n t equal w orth o f each person  an d  illustrate the denial o f dignity 
involved in allowing som e to “so tam per and  ‘get a t’ o thers th a t the  o thers do 
their will w ithout knowing what they are doing; and  in this lose th e ir status 
as free h um an  beings . ” 37

In treating  individuals as naturally free an d  equal, H obbes h in ts at the 
ideal o f  dignity. H e denies tha t we can ran k  h u m an  w orth accord ing  to as- 
criptive bloodlines o r the realization o f a particu la r telos. M oreover, his ap ­
peal to self-interest as an appropria te  co u n te r to the  dangers o f passion is “a 
profoundly  egalitarian and  dem ocratic idea. Only a few have hered itary  priv­
ileges, b u t everyone has in terests . ” 38 U ltimately, however, his descriptive psy­
chology and  rigid determ inism  circum scribe freedom  an d  equality in ways 
th a t are inconsistent with hum an dignity and  th a t deny any special costs to

35 Hobbes, Behemoth, pp. 62, 28.
36 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 221, 232, 313.

Isaiah Berlin, “On Human Dignity,” New Republic, Jan. 28, 2002, p. 24. For a contem po­
rary’s concerns that absolutism underm ined hum an dignity, see Milton, Areopagitica, p. 61.

38 Holmes, Passions and Constraint, pp. 63, 287, n. 18.
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su bord ina ting  individual ju d g m e n t to sovereign control. In fact, the real 
p rob lem  is the  p ridefu l failure to acknowledge that the capacity to ju d g e  is 
the source o f problem s, n o t an  intrinsic value to be weighed against efforts 
to crush p rid e  an d  achieve peace. H obbesian equality thus reduces to the fact 
th a t h um ans are equally m atte r in  m otion, equally subject to desires, equally 
subject to v io len t dea th , an d  roughly equal in the ability to kill. Moreover, 
H obbesian  freedom  refers only to w hether, as “Bodies," individuals confront 
“ex ternal Im p ed im en ts” to “m o tio n ,” a freedom  that applies as well to “Irra- 
tionall an d  In an im ate  c rea tu res .” Thus the claim that individuals deserve cer­
tain trea tm en t because they are equally capable o f free agency or “dom in ion” 
over appetites rests on “confused  and em pty words . ” 39

Efforts to ro o t in trinsic h u m an  dignity in free will fail because they miss 
determ inistic necessity. H o b b es’s ontological m aterialism  m eans that the 
know able “ Universe" is “C orporeal, that is to say, Body,” and  “that which is n o t 
Body, is n o  p a rt o f  the  U niverse . . . ” 40 In this universe, there  are no non-cor- 
po rea l b u t in tellig ib le essences an d  there  are no  spontaneous o r self-gener­
ated  m ovem ents. His rigorous determ inism  treats every bit o f hum an behav­
io r as the necessaiy  resu lt o f  a chain o f  p rio r causes and  bodily motions. The 
“entire cause" o f rocks falling, anim als procreating, o r hum an  action is ju s t the 
sum  “of all the accidents both o f the agents... and of the patient, put together; which 
when they are all supposed to be present, it cannot be understood but that the effect is 
produced." To ex em p t hum ans from  these causal chains by appealing to a spe­
cial pow er o f co n tin g en t action  for the sake o f self-determ ined purposes is 
verbal nonsense . “Contingents" are simply events whose causes we do n o t yet 
“perceive,” an d  while A risto tle’s “fina l cause" o r acting for the sake o f self­
chosen  ends, m ay play som e ro le  in explaining hum an behavior, that behav­
io r is u ltim ately reducib le  to an  “efficient cause . ”41

D eluded  by appearances and  ignorance, hum an beings had been led to 
claim  a special status for them selves when com pared to inanim ate nature , an­
imals, an d  o th e r h um ans suffering various com pulsions and  m ental disor­
ders. This self-deception h ad  b een  abetted  by power-hungry clerics using no­
tions o f free will to relieve G od o f any guilt for dam ning  those who acted 
from  necessity an d  to in d u ce  the  sort o f individual guilt tha t could only be 
assuaged by consultations with the  clergy .42 In countering  such views, Hobbes

39 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 261-62, and Hobbes and Bramhall, pp. 72-73.
40 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 689.
41 Thom as Hobbes, English Works, ed. Sir William Molesworth, 11 vols. (London: 1839), 

Vol. I, pp. 121-22, 130-32.
42 Hobbes, Behemoth, p. 42; see also Holmes, “Introduction,” p. xii, n. 13.
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denies th a t the will is a separate m ental faculty and  th a t it, ra th e r than  the  ac­
tions th a t follow from  it, can be e ith e r free  o r unfree. Instead, the will is a de­
term ined  “Act,” explicable as an effect o f  the  m otions o f  ex ternal objects th a t 
cause sensory im pressions in the actor, w hich th en  cause in te rn a l m otions 
called desires an d  inclinations. T he appearance  o f  in n e r  reflection an d  free 
choice simply masks the necessity o f  w hat we finally do, and  “In  Deliberation, 
the last A ppetite, o r Aversion, im m ediately ad h aerin g  to the  action, o r to the 
omission thereof, is tha t wee call the  W ILL . ” 43 T he will, then , is w hatever de­
sire for o r against som ething is strongest a t the tim e o f  final decision, an d  ab­
sent any special pow er to control those desires, it c an n o t yield any special sta­
tus for those who experience them . E xperience an d  desires “are n o t  effects 
o f our Will, bu t o u r Will o f  them ,” an d  thus w he ther “ch ild ren , fools, b ru te  
beasts,” o r  norm ally function ing  adults, th e re  is only the  liberty to  “do  if I 
will; bu t to  say I can will if I will, I take to  be an  absurd  speech . ” 44

In reducing  the will to necessary appetites o r  aversions, H obbes opens 
h im self to the charge tha t he im poverishes the  n a tu re  o f  hum anity  an d  m oral 
life. Bishop Bram hall was only am ong the  first to argue th a t H o b b es’s red u c­
tion o f “reasonable will” to “sensitive ap p e tite” d ishonors hum anity  by trea t­
ing the individual as “a tennis-ball, to be tossed to and  fro by the rackets o f  
the second causes . ” 45 C harged with u n d erm in in g  m oral reflection and  re ­
sponsibility, H obbes responds with aversion  o f  com patibilism  in w hich, if de­
fined correctly, “Liberty and  Necessity a re consisten t.” As bodies, we can  be free 
o r unfree to act on desires, b u t those desires an d  reflection on  them  are sim­
ply p art o f the  de term ined  universe. A bsent ex ternal im ped im ents o r the  “Ar­
tificial C hains” o f  the law, m en ’s voluntary actions “ (because they p roceed  
from  their will) p roceed  from  liberty.” At th e  same tim e, all acts and  inclina­
tions are p receded  by a cause, “and  th a t from  an o th e r cause, which causes in 
a continuall chaine (whose first link in the  h an d  o f G od the first o f all caus­
es) p roceed  from  necessity.”46

H obbes claims that his determ inism  is consisten t n o t only with liberty, 
b u t also with notions o f individual responsibility. T o  com plain  th a t d e te r­
minism renders counsel and  persuasion useless assumes th a t “secondary” 
causes are lim ited to ex ternal events, b u t fo r H obbes in terna l reflection  is al­
so a fundam ental p art o f the causal “ch a in e .” W hen a particu lar choice is de­

43 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 127. Jürgen Overhoff, Hobbes’s Theory of the Will: Ideological Rea­
sons and Historical Circumstances (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), p. 11, dem on­
strates the consistency of Hobbes’s theory of volition throughout his various writings.

44 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 410, and Hobbes and Bramhall, pp. 16-17.
45 Hobbes and Bramhall, pp. 56-57.
46 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 263.
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term in ed , it is also d e te rm in ed  “for what cause it shall be chosen, which 
cause, fo r the  m ost part, is deliberation  o r consultation,” and  in ternal opin­
ions ab o u t the  goodness o r badness o f an action, are then , if  n o t “the whole 
cause,” a t least analogous to  “the  last fea ther” tha t breaks “a h o rse ’s back . ” 47 

D enying th a t the will can con tro l choice does n o t then m ean  that individu­
als have n o  capacity o r  responsibility to work their way to b e tte r opinions and 
choices. This process can n o t be cashed ou t in term s o f the  autonom ous for­
m ation  o f  “seco n d ” o rd e r  desires aim ed at checking im m ediate desires. Nor 
can it be  seen  in  term s o f  trad itional notions o f akrasia such as O vid’s portra it 
o f  M edea as saying “I see an d  approve the better, b u t follow the worse.” For 
H obbes, th a t saying, while “p retty” enough, is “n o t true ,” and  despite reasons 
for n o t killing h e r  ch ild ren , “the last dictate o f h e r ju d g m en t was that the 
p re sen t revenge o n  h e r  h u sb an d  outw eighed them  all, an d  thereupon  the 
wicked action  necessarily follow ed.” However, while the will canno t be de­
scribed as e ith e r free  o r  u n free  o r strong o r weak, as the last appetite it can 
still be good  o r “w icked,” p ru d e n t or im prudent, and  “Fools and m adm en 
m anifestly d elibera te  n o  less th an  the wisest m en, though they make n o t so 
good a ch o ice . . . ” 48

P unish ing  a d e te rm in ed  b u t p o o r choice poses no particu lar problem s 
given H o b b es’s p u re  d e te rren ce  theory o f law. Since the “in ten tio n ” o f the 
law is n o t to  “grieve the d e lin q u en t fo r” past acts, b u t ra th e r to “m ake him 
an d  o thers ju s t th a t else w ould n o t be so,” punishm ents are w arranted by “the 
good to com e.” T h e  ju stice  o f  pun ishm en t does n o t d ep en d  on w hether an 
illegal ac tion  was p ro d u ced  by necessity, akrasia, o r full free will. Instead, it 
depends purely  on  w h e th e r the behavior is “noxious,” and tha t ju d g m en t de­
pends on  the  ac t’s effects on  o th e rs’ desires. Praiseworthy actions are ju s t 
those th a t are praised, blam ew orthy actions are ju s t those tha t are blam ed, 
and  “T hings may be th ere fo re  necessary and  yet praiseworthy, as also neces­
sary and  yet d ispraised .” To say a thing is good is ju st to  say that it is “as I 
w ould wish, o r  as an o th e r w ould have it, or according to the will o f the 
state...” T hus the  law an d  its punishm ents, as well as o th er forms o f “consul­
tation ,” are n o t “vain” because they en ter the causal “chaine” to “m ake and 
conform  the  will to good  o r evil. ” 49

H obbes u n d erm in es  appeals to dignity n o t only by denying free will, bu t 
also by denying the  existence o f  an  incorporeal and  im m ortal soul. His con­

47 Hobbes and Bramhall, pp. 26, 20-21.
48 Ibid., pp. 34-35, 19.
49 Ibid, pp. 24-26; cf. the necessarily strained case for Hobbesian autonomy in David 

Van Mill, Liberty, Rationality, and Agency in Hobbes’s “Leviathan” (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 2001).
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tem poraries m ight trea t the soul as a distinctive e lem en t o f  p erso n h o o d  and  
a m oral b arrier against au thoritarianism . As the  purely in te rn a l site fo r the 
clash o f  good and  evil and  the app earan ce  o f  C hrist’s grace, the  soul tran ­
scended  civil authority, and  for som e an tinom ians, also served as a b a rrie r  to 
clerical authority .50 Hobbes, however, consistently treats the  soul as a co rpo ­
ral e lem en t o f the determ ined  universe: the fact th a t everything in the  “U ni­
verse” is “Body” does n o t m ean th a t “Spirits are nothing: fo r they have di­
m ensions, and are therefore really Bodies-, though  th a t nam e in  com m on 
Speech be given to such Bodies onely, as are visible, o r pa lpab le . ” 51 W ith re­
gard to questions abou t the soul’s im m ortality, his early view was th a t C hrist­
ian faith, ra ther than  any “natu ral evidence,” requires the b elief th a t “the 
soul o f  m an  is...im m ortal.” By 1650 though , he  h ad  m oved to the “m ortalist” 
view th a t Biblical references to the soul signified e ith e r “the b rea th  o f  life” by 
which G od gave “vitall m otion ,” o r m ore  generally  “a m ans in ten tio n , m ind, 
o r disposition . ” 52 Thus the claim th a t the soul was “E ternal, and  a living C rea­
ture in d ep en d en t [of] the body” is “n o t ap p a ren t in S crip tu re ,” and  the 
p ro p e r use of the term  is lim ited to “e ith e r the  Life, o r the living C reature; 
and  the  Body and  Soule jointly, the  Body alive. ” 53

As others have m ade clear, H obbes’s “m ortalism ” was n o t entirely novel, 
b u t his views in the  Leviathan were p u t fo rth  in a tenden tious style th a t was 
bound  to offend. His mockery o f deep  Christian verities suggests that h e  was 
in terested  in m ore than the logical consistency o f his m aterialism  an d  his 
views on  the soul and  its afterlife. Earlier, he h ad  finessed the problem  by dis­
tinguishing what was philosophically dem onstrab le from  w hat could be left to 
faith, b u t the Civil W ar had shown the weaknesses in tha t strategy, and  in 
Leviathan his worries about the “two sw ords/tw o m asters” problem  had  be­
come m ore acute. Since acknowledging sovereign power to reward and  p u n ­
ish is the  only way citizens can avoid the state o f  na tu re , no  one  should  be  able 
to claim powers m ore im portan t th an  contro l over corporeal life an d  death. 
All the sovereign’s powers would be bootless if  religious authorities could  con­
tinue to claim “a power o f giving g reater rewards than  Life; and  o f inflicting

50 See, e.g., David Parnham , “Politics Spun O ut o f Theology and Prophesy: Sir Henry 
Vane on the Spiritual Environm ent of Public Power,” History of Political Thought 22 (Spring 
2001): 53-83, esp. 69-77.

51 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 689; see Hobbes, Elements of Law, p. 66, for a m ore tentative 
case in which Scripture “seem eth” to favor those “who hold angels and spirits for corpo­
real.”

Hobbes, Elements of Law, p. 66, and Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 440, 464. David Johnston, 
“Hobbes’s Mortalism,” History of Political Thought 10 (W inter 1989): 647-663, emphasizes 
and tries to explain H obbes’s change of m ind on this issue.

53 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 484, 637-38.
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g reater punishm ents, th an  D eath ,” and  the success o f H obbes’s prescriptions 
req u ired  h im  to cast d o u b t on  traditional views o f the soul’s afterlife .34

In  denying free  will an d  the  im m ortal, im m aterial soul, Hobbes u nder­
m ines appeals to  individual dignity. A bsent such notions, there  is no  room  
fo r subjects to challenge sovereign judgm ents on  the grounds o f the in trin ­
sic value o f  the  individual. In fact, there may be no such value since he de­
fines “DIGNITY” as sim ply the  “publique worth o f a m an, which is the Value 
set on  him  by th e  C om m on-w ealth .” T he “Value or W ORTH o f a m an” is the 
“P rice” o thers w ould pay “fo r the use o f his Power: and therefore is n o t ab­
so lu te” b u t relative to o th e rs ’ju d g m en ts .55 Claims to the contrary had  often 
been  bu ttressed  by link ing  free will or an im m ortal soul to a special capacity 
called “consc ience” th a t en ab led  hum an beings to grasp m oral truths. This 
h ad  led  to the d o ctrin e , “re p u g n an t to Civili society ...that whatsoever a man 
does against his Conscience, is Sinne." Etymologically, H obbes argues, “con­
science” refers to w hat cou ld  be known together, b u t over tim e it had  come 
to be  used  m etaphorically  to  tu rn  “secret facts, and  secret though ts” into con­
straints on authority . Since “C onscience” ju s t m eans “Ju d g em en t,” the simple 
conclusion shou ld  be th a t by n a tu re  m en m ight act on their conscientious 
ju d g m en ts , b u t in  civil society “the  Law is the publique C onscience . ” 56

Having d en ied  th e  in trinsic  dignity o f persons, H obbes too often verges 
on trea tin g  individuals as fungible m eans to the agent-neutral good o f peace. 
H um an  beings are  like stones, n o t only in shunn ing  death  “no less than  that 
w hereby a stone moves dow nw ard,” b u t also in being the build ing blocks of 
a civil “A edifice.” T hose who shun  the gravitational force o f  peace and the ab­
solutist m eans to it are, like irregular stones which “h in d ere th  the building,” 
to be “cast away as unpro fitab le , and  troublesom e.” Thus dissenters from  ei­
th e r an  orig inal covenan t o r a sitting sovereign’s ju d g m en t have no  standing 
and  are “left in th e  cond ition  o f w arre” w here they “m ight w ithout injustice 
be destroyed by any m an  w hatsoever . ” 57 Some o f his scarier reasoning shows 
ju s t how  little s tand ing  the  individual has. For example, in  Behemoth, Hobbes 
considers the an c ie n t E th iop ian  practice o f kings com m itting suicide when 
priests in fo rm ed  them  th a t the gods had  decreed  their death . W hile no ting 
th a t it was clearly “crue l,” he  nonetheless praises King Ergam enes for ending

54 Ibid., p. 478; see Johnston, “Hobbes’s Mortalism,” and Overhoff, Hobbes’s Theory of the 
Will, esp. pp. 193-96, for discussions of the political motivation behind Hobbes’s adoption 
of “mortalism.”

55 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 151-52; see also Hobbes, De Cive, p. 295, where the “honour1' of 
a man is in the “honourer.”

56 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 132, 365-66.
s7 Hobbes, De Cive, p. 115, and Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 209, 232.
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this “superstition” by killing “all the priests." H e follows this with the  counter- 
factual suggestion that Charles I m igh t have saved h im self an d  E n g lan d ’s 
peace if h e  had  acted  preem ptively to  kill all the  “seditious m inisters” in Eng­
land. It w ould have been a “great m assacre,” b u t the  killing o f p erhaps “1000” 
such m inisters w ould have been  offset by the good  o f saving the  “1 0 0 ,0 0 0 ” 
lives ultim ately lost in the Civil W ar .58

Since a covenant “n o t to defend  my selfe from  force, by force, is always 
voyd,” the religious leaders in his exam ples cou ld  legitim ately resist those 
who cam e to  kill th em . 59 But, alternatively, n e ith e r  E rgam enes n o r  C harles I 
would be wrong to engage in the actual o r p roposed  m urders. T his is because 
H obbes’s “RIGHT OF NATURE” establishes first-person liberties, b u t does so 
w ithout any duties to (or limits on) second-parties. T he ind iv idual’s rig h t to 
do  “any thing, which in his own Ju d g em en t, and  R eason” will preserve his life 
entails a righ t to all possible m eans to th a t end , includ ing  a rig h t “even to one 
anothers body.” W hile subjects o u g h t to yield this righ t until they are d irect­
ly th rea tened , the sovereign retains it wholly an d  com pletely, an d  a sovereign 
ju d g m en t tha t peace requires the dea th  o f this o r th a t person  can n o t be 
coun tered  by a  natu ra l duty n o t to use o thers as m eans. Ju s t as th ere  is no  
natural rig h t to property, b u t only the  pow er to “gette th  it, an d  keep  it by 
force,” th e re  is no  natu ra l self-ownership o r in trinsic individual dignity th a t 
m ight check such ju d g m en ts . 60

H obbes extends this a rgum ent to the  opin ions th a t lie b eh in d  willed ac­
tions. Ju s t as the individual can ’t appeal to bodily self-ownership to resist be­
ing used as a m eans to peace, n e ith e r does she own h e r m en tal life in  any 
fashion th a t m ight morally constrain sovereign efforts to shape an d  contro l 
it. Pragmatically, “inward thought, an d  beleef are  o f  a so rt “which h u m an e Gov- 
ernours can  take no  notice of,” an d  being  “invisible,” faith and  m ental life 
are “consequently  exem pted  from  all h u m an e  ju risd ic tio n .” As even Ryan ad­
mits, however, this is a m atter o f “tech n iq u e  n o t p rincip le ,” and  if techniques 
for m ind contro l were discovered, H obbes has no  reason beyond “exped ien ­
cy” for n o t  using them . His psychology m eans that, while though ts an d  b e­
liefs can ’t be  directly determ ined , if they could  be it would be n o  g reat loss 
since the individual d oesn ’t d eterm ine o r con tro l them  anyway . 61

58 Hobbes, Behemoth, pp. 94-95.
59 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 192, 199.
60 Ibid., pp. 189-90, 296.
61 Ibid., pp. 500-1, 550, and Alan Ryan, “Hobbes, Toleration, and the Inner Life,” in The 

Nature of Political Theory, ed. David Miller and Larry Siedentop (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1983), p. 217. Tarlton, “The Despotical Docrtine, Part II,” p. 70, argues that for Hobbes, 
men’s “inner thoughts” were “not within any liberty of their own to control in the first place.”
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H obbes’s sovereign, then , has the authority to use the subjects’ bodies and 
m inds. Since “dignity” is ju s t o th ers’ estim ation o f individual worth, and since 
sovereigns contro l public estim ation, the only thing that m atters is the sover­
e ig n ’s ju d g m e n t regard ing  a subject’s contribution to peace. O f course it will 
alm ost always be b e tte r  to eschew Ergam ines’s m urderous m eans in favor o f ef­
forts to shape the subjects’ sensory experience and  m ental lives, and  a p ruden t 
sovereign will take th e  steps discussed in section II in order to control what 
subjects hear, read , an d  see in o rd e r to cause m ore irenic opinions and wills. 
Such efforts certainly verge on  the m anipulation o f things ra ther than the per­
suasion o f persons, b u t H obbes’s determ inism  collapses tha t distinction and 
allows him  to trea t “m an ipu la tion” as ju s t misliked efforts a t causing particular 
wills. M oreover, while we may talk about being com pelled ou t o f  fear, “Feare 
and  Liberty are consistent.” Throw ing “goods into the sea for feare the ship 
should  sink” or obeying “for feare o f  the law” are actions “which the doers had 
liberty to om it” despite very unpalatable alternatives .62 Thus m anipulation of 
subjects’ op in ions poses no  real th rea t to liberty, and H obbes seems indiffer­
en t regard ing  w hether fear, m anipulation, or persuasion frames the m ore 
irenic opinions. T h ere  is n o th in g  in (or about) the subject that ough t to re­
strain the choice am ong  such m ethods, and as long as subjects contribute to 
peace, H obbes’s psychology precludes worries about w hether such actions 
stem  from  individual judgm ents. If a subject comes to believe the opinions 
im posed by the sovereign, so m uch  the better, b u t even if  she conforms only 
from  fear o f pun ishm ent, h e r actions will still be free, correct, and  virtuous.

In  this, H obbes u n d erm in es  any worries about w hether overt behavior is 
consisten t with in n e r  conviction and  thus underm ines concerns abou t the 
denial o f individual integrity. His prim ary concern  is to refu te  those like Mil­
ton, who he ld  th a t religious practice or o th er actions were sinful and  hypo­
critical “if n o t vo luntary . ” 63 H e acknowledges the problem  o f what we m ight 
call self-benefiting hypocrisy, an d  in fact blam es m uch o f the civil war on 
those whose public p ro n o u n cem en ts  m asked secret and  less noble motives. 
A nd at least once, h e  acknow ledges the problem  for those, such as Charles 
I ’s wife, who m igh t be  fo rced  to the hypocrisy o f subord inating  au thentic re­
ligious beliefs to  satisfy o th e rs ’ desires .64 However, his m ore typical approach 
draws on  his con cep tio n  o f  voluntary and involuntary actions in o rder to 
trea t the  la tter as an  em pty cell. W hile freedom  is consistent with the fear o f 
force, behavior th a t results from  actual external physical force is ne ither free

62 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 262-63; see also Hobbes and Bramhall, p. 30.
63 Milton, Aeropagitica, p. 84.
64 Hobbes, Behemoth, pp. 1, 61.
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n o r voluntary. If “a m an by force, seizing on  an o th e r m a n ’s limbs, moves 
them  as himself, n o t as the o th e r m an pleases,” th en  the resu lting  m ovem ent 
is the action and  the responsibility “o f h im  th a t uses the  fo rce .” In the 
Leviathan, he pushes this a rgum ent past physical m anipu lation  to include the 
fear o f  punishm ent. W ith regard  to questions o f  faith (and  individual in ­
tegrity), sovereigns may im pose a particu la r “D octrine” th a t obliges subjects 
to actions “such as they would n o t otherw ise d o ,” b u t those actions “d o n e  in 
obed ience” and “w ithout the inw ard ap p ro b atio n , are the actions o f  the 
Soveraign, and  n o t o f the Subject.”fo

W hile this properly mitigates m oral b lam e o f those who are coerced  to act 
against their real beliefs, it does so at the cost o f  subjects’ subjective concerns 
for their own integrity and  salvation. In confin ing accusations o f  “Hypocrisy” 
to instances w here a subject’s “behav iour bee contrary  to the law o f his 
Soveraign,” Hobbes rules ou t b o th  Socratic claims tha t we should  do  no 
wrong and  the m ore liberal view th a t th ere  are at least som e wrongs besides 
death  that we ough t n o t suffer. He can waive aside such concerns because he 
treats alm ost all m atters o f religious faith and  practice as indifferent. Since sal­
vation requires only “two Vertues, Faith in Christ, an d  Obedience to Laws,”66 he 
can take o th er questions regarding faith (o r a secular good life) off the table 
and trea t them  as o f  no  great significance. From  G o d ’s viewpoint, H obbes may 
o r may n o t be correct here, b u t from  th e  individual’s po in t o f view, even such 
indifferent questions are o f suprem e im portance. Given that, liberals have typ­
ically left such m atters to the individual’s ju d g m e n t so tha t she can be re­
sponsible for the outcom e. But H obbes’s denial o f  individual dignity m eans 
that such considerations pale in the face o f threats to peace and  self-preser­
vation. Thus, even for Christians who are com m anded  to deny faith in  Christ, 
his only recom m endation  is e ither m artyrdom  o r  a  false swearing in  which, if 
the subject believes internally, he will be forgiven by God if he obeys the law 
because “tha t action is n o t his, b u t his Soveraigns.” W hatever the latter 
hypocrisy m ight cost the subject with regard  to integrity o r dignity, it does n o t 
th rea ten  salvation or bodily death, and  in such cases, H obbes requires th a t we 
n e ith er disobey n o r forcibly depose even “Infidell, o r H aereticall Kings . ” 67

1,5 Hobbes and Bramhall, pp. 78-79, and Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 591; see also Hobbes, De 
Cive, p. 306.

66 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 541, 610.
67 Hobbes, De Cive, 384, and Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 528, 605-06. Flathman, Thomas 

Hobbes, p. 157, n. 11, notes that by the time Hobbes wrote Leviathan, he had limited ac­
ceptable martydom to those who actually knew Christ. Locke, who also regarded many 
sources of religious conflict as indifferent, nonetheless assumed that individuals ought to 
treat such matters as “the highest Obligation that lies upon mankind,” and regarded pro­
posals for false swearing as monstrous: “A sweet Religion indeed, that obliges men to dis-
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TV. Hobbes a n d  Democracy

Liberals typically argue th a t representative dem ocracy is the appropriate 
p ro ced u re  for settling  public questions abou t diversity and equal dignity. For 
som e, like Berlin, dem ocracy is an  essential, b u t ultim ately instrum ental, 
“m eans fo r p ro tec tin g ” m ore “u ltim ate” values. O thers have argued for a 
m ore “in tim ate” re la tionsh ip  in  which dem ocracy itself expresses and  is con­
stitutive o f  values such as liberty, equality, and  ju stice .68 E ither way, the as­
sum ption  is th a t dem ocracy will be b e tte r for such values than  rule by aristo­
cratic o r p lu tocra tic m inorities o r the whims o f even a benevolent despot.

For H obbes, however, the  ultim ate value is “the Peace, and Security of 
the  p eo p le ,” an d  he  evaluates form s o f governm ent only in  terms o f their 
co n tin g en t “C onvenience, o r  A ptitude to p roduce” those values. H e follows 
A ristotle in  p a rt by argu ing  th a t public authority  can be he ld  by one, a few, 
o r the many, b u t rejects the idea tha t regim es can be fu rth e r evaluated in 
term s o f  w h e th e r they p u rsue a com m on good. Thus “Tyranny," “Oligarchy,” 
an d  “Anarchy” are  sim ply nam es used when rule by the one, the few, o r the 
m any is “m isliked . ” 69 In  princip le , any o f these regim es could prom ote 
“Peace, an d  Security” if they were absolute and  undivided. H e notes early on 
th a t his p re feren ce  for m onarchy  has n o t been  “dem onstrated , b u t only 
probably  sta ted ,” an d  as late as Behemoth, he argues that the real question is 
w h e th er th e re  is sufficient unity  so th a t the sovereign speaks with “one voice, 
though  th ere  be m any m en .” If so, then  even the many m ight “govern well 
eno u g h , if  they h ad  honesty  an d  wit en o u g h . ” 70 Just as obviously, however, 
an d  from  an early date, he em phasizes the inferiority o f democracy. In in­
troducing  his translation  o f Thucydides, he argues that the best reason for 
co n tin u in g  to  read  th a t a u th o r’s gloomy history is his portra it of the idiocies 
o f A then ian  dem ocracy. For H obbes, it was obvious that Thucydides “least of 
all liked dem ocracy” because o f its “inconsistency” and tendency to dema- 
goguery, an d  th a t his real p re ference  was for “regal ru le . ” 71

semble, and tell Lies both to God and Man”; see John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration, 
ed. James Tully (Indianapolis: Hacket, 1983), pp. 46-47.

68 Isaiah Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), pp. lvii- 
lviii, 165; for an argument that there is a more “intimate” relationship between democra­
cy and liberalism, see Amy Gutmann, “Rawls on the Relationship Between Liberalism and 
Democracy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Rawls, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge: Cam­
bridge University Press, 2003).

69 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 239-41.
70 Hobbes, De Cive, p. 104, and Hobbes, Behemoth, p. 156.
71 Hobbes’s Thucydides, ed. Richard Schlatter (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 

1975), pp. 13-14.
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Some aspects o f  H obbes’s political ph ilosophy do p o in t tow ard d em o ­
cracy. His em phasis on natura l freedom  an d  equality m eans th a t co n sen t o f 
the ru led  is the only legitim ate source o f  political authority  an d  obligation. 
M oreover, the purpose o f his sovereign is in som e sense to be responsive to 
the interests, albeit very narrowly conceived, o f  the  subjects, an d  at least from  
a G od’s eye view, the sovereign has a  duty  to p ro cu re  “the safety” an d  
“C onten tm ents” o f the subjects and  should  m ake sure th a t “Justice be equal­
ly adm inistered to all degrees o f P eop le .” T hus, while subjects have n o  righ t 
to ju d g e  the sovereign’s perfo rm ance, Ryan suggests th a t H o b b es’s “ideal 
sovereign” would be “absolute in princip le, b u t ind istinguishable from  a con ­
stitutional sovereign in practice . ” 72 However th a t may be, his sovereign is ab­
solute an d  subjects have no real op p o rtu n ity  to ho ld  it accountab le. M ore­
over, while n o t dem onstrated  with geom etric  certainty, his personal prefe­
rence is clear.

If  we look to  m ere  “exam ples an d  testim onies,” we see th a t m onarchy  ac­
cords with the fact that “one G od” rules the  universe, th a t the “ancien ts” p re ­
ferred  the rule o f one, and  that the governm en t o f  families is “m onarch ical.” 
M ore im portantly, reason concludes th a t m onarchy  is m ore likely to  yield 
“Peace, an d  Security.” In p art this follows from  H o b b es’s claim  th a t any sov­
ereign will be a “naturali Person” as well as a public authority, which leads in ­
evitably to conflicts betw een the sovereign’s public duty and  private in terest. 
M onarchs are less likely to be led to ill-rule by this fact since “no  King can be 
rich, n o r  glorious, n o r secure” if his subjects are p o o r and  weak, w hile this 
link betw een private and  public good  is a tten u a ted  in  ru le  by the  few o r the 
many. M oreover, m onarchy will also yield su p erio r advice because a king 
need  n o t listen to those who d o n ’t know anyth ing  and  can recru it in form a­
tion from  those who m ight be excluded  from  dem ocratic assemblies. King­
ship will also be superio r since it will n o t suffer the  “Inconstancy from  N um ­
b er” tha t leads the few and  the m any to reverse yesterday’s decisions and  to 
suffer in terna l conflicts roo ted  in  “envy an d  in terest.” Finally, while kings 
may im poverish som e in o rd e r to en rich  a “favourite o r a fla tte rer,” the  sam e 
is true o f all forms o f governm ent, an d  m onarchy  will be b e tte r  on this score 
simply because one  m an will have few friends while “the Favorites o f  an  As­
sembly, are m any . ” 73

72 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 376, 385; Alan Ryan, “Hobbes’s Political Philosophy,” in Cam­
bridge Companion to Hobbes, p. 232.

73 Hobbes, De Cive, pp. 224-25, and Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 241-43. Berkowitz, Virtue, 
pp. 65-67, roots the failure of Hobbes’s argument for the harmony of monarchical and cit­
izen interests in his question-begging assumption of “virtuous monarchs” and “craven aris­
tocrats and democrats.”
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Democracy, on  the o th er hand , cannot be expected to yield peace and se­
curity. P rior to the  Civil W ar, H obbes does suggest a certain logical/tem poral 
priority for dem ocracy since the  choice o f a sovereign m ust rest on “the con­
sent o f the m ajor part,” which makes rule by one, the few, or the many the re­
sult o f  w hat is “actually a dem ocracy . ” 74 But he also argues that a democratic 
decision to  im p lem en t the rule o f the many would be a serious mistake. In the 
first place, a dem ocracy m ust be based on deliberations in mass assemblies, and 
there, as with Pericles, e ith er one o r a few will be “em inent above the rest” so 
that the sovereign will really be either an “aristocracy” or a “m onarchy” o f ora­
tors. M oreover, dem ocratic “deliberations” are incapable o f delivering sound 
policy: the participants are by and large “unskillful” regarding complicated 
questions, the n a tu re  o f “eloquence’ is to aim “n o t at truth (except by chance), 
b u t victory,” and  factions will naturally em erge as “equal orators do com bat 
with contrary  opinions and  speeches” so that losers hate “the conqueror and 
all those th a t were o f his side.” T he result then  is bad policy, “inconstant” and 
divisive legislation, and  an inability to m aintain necessary secrets .75

Events o f the  1640s only served to confirm  and  heighten  these early 
fears. Looking back after the  R estoration, Hobbes argues that the mass o f cit­
izens were (and  rem ain) e ith e r illiterate o r too preoccupied with private af­
fairs to u n d e rs tan d  politics. They “always have been, and  always will be, ig­
n o ra n t o f  th e ir duty to the  pub lic ,” and  having little real care for the opin­
ions th a t caused the  Civil War, “would have taken any side for pay or 
p lu n d e r.” This civic weakness puts average citizens u n d er the sway o f “their 
im m ediate  leaders; which are e ith e r the preachers or the m ost p o ten t o f the 
gen tlem en  th a t dwell am ongst th em .”7b From at least the Elizabethan era, the 
“im m ediate  leaders” h ad  filled up  the com m oners’ heads with “the love of 
dem ocracy” an d  a desire for “p o p u lar governm ent” in both  church  and state. 
W hile som e acted  simply o u t o f  “e rro r,” the “ch ief leaders” here  were moved 
by “m alice” an d  the fru stra ted  am bition o f m en who found themselves ruled 
by those they th o u g h t “less lea rn ed ” and  “less wise” than them selves .77

Being “co rrup ted  generally,” the people chose these ambitious and de­
mocratically inclined m en  for their representatives, and if “n o t the greatest 
p art” o f the H ouse o f Com m ons, they were “by advantage o f their eloquence... 
always able to sway the rest.” Led by such m en, Parliam ent pandered to eco­
nom ic interests by d isputing Charles I ’s dem ands for “subsidies or o ther pub-

74 Hobbes, Elements of Law, pp. 118-19; see also Hobbes, De Cive, p. 195.
75 Hobbes, Elements of Law, p. 120, and Hobbes, De Cive, pp. 230-32.
76 Hobbes, Behemoth, pp. 39, 3.
77 Ibid., p. 23.
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lic paym ents” and b rought accusations o f treason against the king’s m ore hi­
erarchically-minded advisors -  for Hobbes, an exam ple o f  the  “Im pudence” 
that “does alm ost all, th a t’s do n e” in dem ocratic assemblies. Beyond being im­
pudent, they were also hypocritical in  claim ing to desire only the restoration o f 
a traditional “m ixed” monarchy, while their real goal, revealed only after they 
had first “slain the King,” was to shift from  “m onarchical to dem ocratical” gov­
ernm en t .78 These dem ocrats had successfully rationalized their am bitions by 
covering them  in concerns for the p eo p le ’s prosperity and  liberty. Econom i­
cally, those with am bitions that had  been  frustrated  by m onarchy could tro t ou t 
the exam ple o f  the Dutch republic’s success and  argue th a t “there need ed  no 
m ore to grow rich, than to change... the form e o f their G overnm ent.” M ore­
over, the availability o f books from “the An tien t Greeks, an d  Rom ans” streng th ­
ened  dem ocratic forces by spreading the  idea that “Subjects in a Popular 
Common-wealth enjoy Liberty; b u t th a t in a M onarchy they are all Slaves.” ' 9 

For Hobbes, bo th  claims are deeply  confused. T he first spuriously treats 
the form  o f  governm ent as the cause o f  econom ic “p rosperity ,” w hen in fact, 
national wealth stems “from  the O bed ience, an d  C oncord  o f  the Subjects” 
w hether ru led  by one, a few, o r the  m any .80 T he second claim is, perhaps, 
m ore dangerous, and  he  tries to re fu te  classical repub lican  argum ents tha t 
liberty inheres in  citizens’ rights to share in  creating  the  laws th a t b in d  them . 
Aristotle, Cicero, and  o th er republicans h ad  naively over-generalized from  
“the Practice o f their own Com m on-wealths,” an d  con tem porary  readers had  
been gulled into thinking th a t these partic ipatory  rights were som ehow  a t the 
core o f liberty. In  reality, he  argues, classical “L ibertie” re ferred  only to the 
freedom  o f  a particu lar com m unity from  ex ternal con tro l and  was n o t “the 
Libertie o f  particular m en; b u t the  L ibertie o f  the C om m on-w ealth” to m ake 
its own decisions. T he gates o f “Luca" m ay b e  inscribed  with the  w ord “LIB- 
ERTAS,” b u t th a t is n o t to say th a t the individual “has m ore L ibertie, o r Im- 
m unitie from  the service o f  the C om m onw ealth  there , th an  in Constantino­
ple." W hatever the form  o f sovereignty, “the  F reedom e is still the sam e,” and  
it consists simply in the ability to do “those things, which in regu lating  their 
actions, the Soveraign hath  p rae te rm itted . ” 81 Thus, w hen the R um p Parlia­
m en t changed  England to a “Commonwealth and Free-State," it d id  n o t m ean

78 Ibid., pp. 2-3, 68-69, 26-27.
79 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 368-69.
80 Ibid., p. 380. Hobbes surely underestimates the connection between economic growth 

and the presence of either particular beliefs favoring productive activity or political/legal 
rules conducive to property rights and lower transaction costs; see, e.g., Robert Skidelsky, 
“The Mystery of Growth,” New York Review of Books 50 (March 13, 2003): pp. 28-31.

81 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 264-67.
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th a t the  peop le  w ere “no  lo n g er subject to law,” b u t only tha t Parliam ent 
w ould now  be setting  the  laws. A bsent the supposed linkage between indi­
vidual liberty an d  dem ocratic  partic ipation , p ru d en t subjects should know 
th a t a p ru d e n t m o n arch , an d  even an im p ru d en t tyrant, will be better for lib­
erty since “n o  ty ran t was ever so cruel as a popu lar assembly.”s_>

T hus it m akes n o  d ifference to Hobbes w hether dem ocracy is justified by 
appeals to  th e  “positive” liberty o f  fulfilling the hum an  telos o r as a m eans of 
h o ld in g  au thorities accoun tab le  for the scope o f the subjects’ “negative” lib­
erties. T h e  fo rm er view rests on  bad  metaphysics, and the latter claim is his­
torically, if  n o t logically, m istaken in ignoring evidence th a t m ixed o r fully 
dem ocratic  sovereigns m ust collapse into in ternal faction and  civil war. If no t 
in flam ed by e rro n eo u s op in ions based on  old books and  foreign examples, 
he  argues, “it is the  desire o f  m ost m en to bear ru le . ” 83 A nd if taught m ore 
correct, H obbesian  opin ions, they would p u t aside foolish desires for a dem ­
ocratic voice in public authority . Doing so would n o t only prom ote “Peace, 
an d  Security,” b u t w ould also elim inate a significant source o f personal dis­
con ten t. T h a t is, fo r H obbes, while dem ocracy seems to give m ore citizens a 
chance “to show th e ir  wisdom, knowledge, and  e loquence,” its actual result 
is a h ig h e r probability  o f  individual shame:

to see his opinion, whom we scorn, preferred before ours; to have our wis­
dom  undervalued before our own faces; by an uncertain trial of a little 
vain-glory, to undergo most certain enmities.. .to hate and to be hated, by 
reason of the disagreem ent of opinions.. .these I say are grievances.

Given the zero-sum  n a tu re  o f  these public struggles for honor, “there is 
n o  reason  why every m an shou ld  n o t naturally m ind his own private, than the 
public business” unless driven by the perverse am bition to “gain the reputa­
tion o f being  ingen ious an d  wise . ” 84

U ltim ately th en , H obbes sees no th ing  b u t im prudence and self-defeat­
ing  vanity in claims th a t citizens should have both  the opportun ity  for public 
action  an d  the  freed o m  to dec ide how m uch energy to devote to public and 
private business. Rightly re jecting  classical republican claims that full hum an 
flourishing requ ires an  active focus on public business, h e  goes too far in the 
o th e r d irec tion  by m aking  the  ro le  o f subject fully constitutive o f citizenship.

82 Hobbes, Behemoth, pp. 164, 23.
83 Ibid., p. 193.
81 Hobbes, De Cive, pp. 229-32; Tuck, “Introduction,” p. xiii, emphasizes the influence 

on Hobbes of Renaissance skeptics, who suggested “a retreat into privacy and quiescence” 
for private citizens.
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W i l l i a m  L u n d

For H obbes, no  Rawlsian argum ents fo r a dem ocratic  space in  which som e 
m ight fm d their ch ief good in  public action  an d  o thers  m ust partic ipate  in 
o rder to express o r p ro tec t justice can be  instan tia ted  w ithout falling in to  dis­
pute and  decay. Instead, his critique o f  dem ocracy reflects the  view th a t “all 
actions an d  habits are to be esteem ed good  o r evil by th e ir causes and  use­
fulness in  reference to the com m onw ealth ,” an d  the well p erfo rm ance o f 
H obbesian citizenship is “co m p reh en d ed  wholly in  obed ience to the laws o f 
the com m onw ealth .” This is n o t ju s t  individual “p ru d e n ce ,” b u t is also “the 
virtue o f  a subject,” an d  “To obey the  laws, is ju stice  and  equity, which is the 
law o f n a tu re .. . ” 85

This appeal to “virtue” cuts against p u re  “ra tional choice” in terp re ta tions 
o f Hobbes and indicates an awareness th a t his politics could  n o t work if there  
were no th ing  b u t sovereign force and  subjects’ self-interest. R ejecting a u n i­
versal “Sum m um  B onum ” does n o t m ean th a t he rejects the  n eed  for in ter­
nalized ethical restraints, and substitu ting  self-preservation fo r the h igher 
ends o f  classical theory allows him  to preserve the  traditional functional form  
of virtue talk by treating as virtues those traits an d  dispositions tha t are good 
means to self-preservation. With this, we can un d erstan d  his otherw ise star­
tling claim that in a state o f nature, “the  two Cardinall vertues” are  “Force, and 
Fraud,” since in n a tu re ’s ethical vacuum  those ethically dubious qualities are 
good m eans to  self-preservation. O f course, since h u m an  beings are roughly 
equal in their capacity to deal death , exercising those “vertues” is very uncer­
tain, and  bo th  natural m en and citizens n eed  to acknow ledge the instrum en­
tal links between peace, preservation, and  the conduc t recom m ended  by his 
laws o f nature . W here others also abide by them , “Justice, Gratitude, Modesty, Eq­
uity, Mercy, & the rest o f the Laws o f N ature” are “M oral Vertues,” and  recog­
nizing th a t they are superior to “Force, and  F raud” as m eans to “peaceable, soci­
able, and  com fortable living” constitutes a grasp o f  “true Morali Philosophie . ” 86

H obbes’s own vanity leads him  to conclude th a t his new an d  “true Morali 
Philosophie” can be the basis for m aking a “constitu tion (excepting by ex ter­
nal violence) everlasting.” Since the “C om m on-peoples m inds... are like clean 
paper,” if a  sovereign properly controls the  sources o f elite op in ion , he can 
elim inate from  public view erroneous opinions tha t support dem ocracy .87 A 
sovereign’s physical force and  subjects’ self-interested calculations m ust then  
be supplem ented by internalizing the H obbesian virtues if we are to avoid the 
calamities Englishm en end u red  in the 1640s. These valuable traits and  dispo­

85 John Rawls, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), pp. 205-6, 
and Hobbes, Behemoth, pp. 44-45.

86 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 188, 216; see Berkowitz, Virtue, p. 53.
87 Hobbes, Leviathan, pp. 378-89.
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sitions are clearly n o t the “civic v irtue” o f classical republicanism .88 But nei­
th e r are they the  virtues o f  liberal dem ocracy in which citizens m ust balance 
su p p o rt for the regim e with criticisms o f particular policies and  leaders based 
on interests an d  beliefs th a t m ight com pete with the value o f self preservation. 
Instead, the citizen m ust be a p u re  subject, and H obbes’s science o f virtue rec­
om m ends the  passive an d  anti-dem ocratic ideal o f a citizen who accepts a “du­
ty to obey all laws whatsoever,” an d  whose pursuit o f m oral o r religious beliefs 
is lim ited to “a q u ie t waiting for the com ing again o f our blessed Savior. ” 89

TV. Conclusion

O n balance th en , we m ust ultim ately reject H obbes’s political prescrip­
tions. His Behemoth an d  his m ore  philosophical work do h ighligh t the dangers 
o f g ran tin g  too m uch  room  for claims o f private ju d g m en t and  exem ptions 
from  general laws. A nd h e  does effectively u nderm ine argum ents for classi­
cal repub lican  an d  o th e r  perfection ist views o f politics, a move which aids the 
cause o f individuality and  ethical pluralism  and  clears some necessary 
g ro u n d  fo r liberalism . B ut his contem poraries appear to have ignored his 
constructive argum ents b o th  in 1660 and, m ore relevantly, later in 1688, and 
we shou ld  follow th e ir lead. H obbes’s ethical voluntarism  and  his determ in­
ism are extrem ely  lim iting  in  term s o f what we can hope for in  ethical and  re­
ligious debates and  in  how  we are to regard  the relationship between the 
state an d  the  individual. In denying the possibility o f relatively peaceful di­
versity an d  the hopes fo r transparency in limits on that diversity, he denies 
individuals the opp o rtu n ity  to work ou t their own judgm ents on m atters of 
fun d am en ta l im portance . A nd his denials o f  individual dignity m ean both  
th a t this process can be seen as cost free and th a t it does n o t require room  
fo r citizens actively to partic ipa te  in and  ju d g e  by dem ocratic m eans the be­
havior o f  those they have p laced  in  authority. In his failure to move toward 
these m o re  liberal views, he  fails to articulate a plausible and  morally defen­
sible political ideal even if  we rightly continue to be fascinated by the logical 
and  rhe to rica l pow er o f  his history and his philosophy .90

88 Mary Dietz, “Hobbes’s Subject as Citizen,” in Thomas Hobbes and Political Theory, p. 113.
89 Hobbes, Behemoth, p. 58.
90 Others argue that, with some qualifications, Hobbes can provide helpful insights for 

less optimistic and less rationalistic liberals; see, e.g., Richard Flathman, Willful Liberalism: 
Voluntarism and Individuality in  Political Theory and Practice (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1992), esp. ch. I, and Patrick Neal, “Vulgar Liberalism,” Political Theory 21 (Novem­
ber 1993): 623-42.
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